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Editorial
The present first issue of the year 2006 contains four substantial articles,
which can be divided into two subgroups. The first two articles deal with
different aspects of African church life, whereas the following two articles
analyze Buddhist-Christian relations.
In the opening article, Julius Mutugi Gathogo discusses the concept of
”hospitality” in an African context. He bases his detailed contribution upon
vast readings of literature combined with interviews. Initially, the author
defines ”African hospitality” as the ”extension of generosity, giving freely
without strings attached”, which is considered a core value in many African
societies. From an African Christian perspective, he then explores the complex
interactions between what he calls ”Christ’s ideal hospitality” and what he
defines as traditional ”African hospitality”. The paper seeks to study the social
manifestation of African hospitality, expressed through dancing, drama and
singing, which according to the author are ”perceived as hospitable activities
in that they bind the community together.” The paper also expounds on the
more general features of hospitality such as greetings, emphasis on respect,
honesty and sincerity, and the symbolism of foods, which are symbols, as
well as expressions of hospitality in the African church today.
In the second article focusing on African church life, Cephas N. Omenyo
makes a thought-provoking comparative analysis of the social development
work in Ghana carried out by main-stream Protestant groups on the one
hand and Charismatic/Pentecostal groups on the other. The article particularly
focuses on the work of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) related to
these religious denominations and in particular to the work in health care,
education and social welfare. This field of study is important, not least
because religious health delivery services constitute no less than forty per
cent of the health sector in Ghana.
The third and fourth articles in this issue deal with Buddhist-Christian
relations, from both a Buddhist and a Christian perspective respectively. In
her contribution, Kari Storstein Haug explores the Bible interpretation of
the Thai Buddhist monk Buddhadâsa Bhikku (1906-1993). The main basis
of the article is a close reading and analysis of a number of lectures that
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were held by Buddhadâsa in 1967 and later published in English translation
under the title Christianity and Buddhism.  In his lectures about Christianity
and Buddhism, he analysed texts from the Gospels in order to demonstrate
that Jesus’ teaching is in accordance with Buddhist teachings on wisdom
and kamma. And, based on his study of the biblical texts, Buddhadâsa argues,
that Christianity like Buddhism, indeed is a religion of wisdom and kamma.
The fourth and last article in this issue is written by Jan Olov Fors. The
article focuses on the innovative and prolific U.S. Methodist theologian
John B. Cobb Jr. In particular, Cobb’s formulation of a theology of religions
and his inter-faith dialogue with Buddhism is brought into consideration
by the author. Cobb’s most important book on Buddhist-Christian Dialogue
is Beyond Dialogue: Toward a Mutual Transformation of Christianity and
Buddhism (1982), but the Buddhist-Christian relationship is also discussed
in many other works. In Beyond Dialogue, Cobb discusses religious
pluralism and describes his ongoing inter faith dialogue with Buddhism.
He clearly opposes the kind of pluralism that claims that all religions are
orientations to one and the same ultimate reality. By arguing for this position,
Cobb particularly criticizes the position held by John Hick that postulates
that there is indeed such a common ground and reference for the all the
major world religions. In one of his later essays Cobb calls his own version
of religious pluralism a ”radical pluralism”.
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A Comparative Analysis of the
Development Intervention of Protestant
and Charismatic/Pentecostal
Organisations in Ghana
Cephas N. Omenyo
Effective and sustained missionary work in Ghana started in the late
eighteenth century and particularly the early part of the nineteenth century
through Western Protestant missionary bodies such as the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel, the Basel Mission, the Wesleyan Methodist
Missionary Society and the Bremen Mission. The missionary societies
maintained an inseparable link between spiritual renewal on one hand and
mission and evangelism on the other. They thus made efforts not only in
winning souls and planting churches all over the country, but also improved
socio-economic development and growth of Ghana.
In his sustained study of African Christianity, Paul Gifford, among other
things, concluded “Ghana’s ethos is recognizably Christian”. It is quite
evident that Christianity has increased significantly in numbers over the
years: from 52.65% of the population (1970) to 75.6 % (1998/99), but
reducing a bit to 69% (2000). Essentially, Christianity is making gains over
the other religious traditions particularly, Traditional Religion.1  There is a
wide variety of Christian denominations in Ghana. This is due to the rapid
proliferation of new churches and schisms in some of the historic/mainline
churches. Without making claim to exhaustiveness, we can broadly isolate
the following categories of churches in Ghana in a chronological order:2
1 All the figures are official Population Census conducted by the Ghana Statistical Service
in 1970, 1998/99 and 2000.
2 For a more detailed discussion on the typology of Churches in Ghana, see Cephas N.
Omenyo, Pentecost Outside Pentecostalism: A study of the Development of Charismatic
Renewal in the Mainline Churches in Ghana, (Zoetemeer: Boekencentrum, 2002), 24-41,
63-75.
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1.  Mainline/historic churches: this label refers to the older, and generally
larger churches, instituted as a result of European Missionary endeavors
in Ghana in the nineteenth century.
2.  African Independent Churches (AICs): These originated in Ghana or
from other African countries, e.g. Musama Disco Christo Church, Aladura
churches, etc.
3. Classical Pentecostal Churches: they began in the West in 1901 and
appeared on the Ghanaian religious scene in the 1920s, e.g. Christ
Apostolic Church, Church of Pentecost, Assemblies of God, etc.
4. Neo-Evangelical/Mission-related Churches: these are more recent
evangelical churches which started in the 1970s, particularly in the
Northern part of Ghana.
5. Neo-Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches, e.g. Christian Action Faith
Ministries, International Central Gospel Church, etc.3
6. Neo-Prophetism. This label refers to new manifestations of the AICs
which began in the 1990s that combine features that are akin to the
AICs and some features of Neo-Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches.
The table below depicts the breakdown as follows:
Table 1: Selected Social Characteristics of Population by Religion4
Denomination Percentage
of Adherents
Catholic 15.3
Protestants 18.6
Pentecostal/Charismatic 24.1
Other Christian 11.0
Total 69.0
I wish to throw a little more light on the Mainline Protestant Churches5 and
Pentecostal/Charismatic churches which form the focus of this paper. Among
3 Cephas N. Omenyo, “Charismatic renewal movements in Ghana”, Pneuma, 16, (1994),
169-185.
4 Selected social characteristics of population by Religion, preliminary figures from the
2000 Population Census conducted by Ghana Statistical Service.
5 The “Protestant churches” refer to the organized body of believers in Christ who trace
their identity and roots to the Reformation of the sixteenth century, and in which the
individual believers, as well as the entire body may represent the Church. The Basel,
Bremen, Methodist and Anglican Missions were among the earliest Protestant missions
that worked in Ghana during the early part of the nineteenth century.
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the mainline Protestant denominations are the following: The Presbyterian
Church of Ghana (174 years), The Methodist Church Ghana (167 years),
The Evangelical Presbyterian Church (155 years), The African Methodist
Episcopal Zion Church (104 years), The Baptist Church (99 years) and the
Anglican Church (97 years). All these Mainline Protestant churches belong
to the Christian Council of Ghana which was formed in 1929 as a fellowship
of churches.6
At the time when Christianity seems to be barely holding its own in most
parts of the West, Christianity has become Africa’s and for that matter,
Ghana’s fastest growing faith. This growth is seen most clearly in
Pentecostal/Charismatic Christianity. The Classical Pentecostal Churches
started in the early twentieth century. In Ghana most of the Classical
Pentecostal churches are traced directly to the Faith Tabernacle Church,
which started in 1917 and later gave birth to three of the four major
Pentecostal churches in the country namely: The Christ Apostolic Church,
The Church of Pentecost and the Apostolic Church.  The fourth major
Classical Pentecostal church is the Assemblies of God Church, which has
its origins in the United States of America. These churches belong to the
Ghana Pentecostal Council (GPC), which has a total membership of over
183 churches.7  The latest strand of Christian churches in Ghana is the neo-
Pentecostal or charismatic churches which are growing very rapidly in the
country. They are mainly affiliated to the National Association for
Charismatic and Christian Churches (NACCC) which was established in
1999 with 98 registered member churches.  Christianity claims a majority
of the population of Ghana.  As a result it is a major player in the search for
a meaningful interpretation of change in the society. The churches are also
responding increasingly to prevailing socio-economic realities.
6 See James Anquandah, Together we sow and reap: The Christian Council of Ghana,
1929-1979 (Accra: Asempa Publishers, 1979), for the history and activities of the Christian
Council, Ghana. The Council has the following aims: a) To foster and express the unity of
the Church of Jesus Christ in Ghana, to further realization of its oneness with the church
throughout the world and to keep in touch with the World Council of Churches, the All
Africa Conference of Churches and other ecumenical bodies; b) to uphold the principles
of comity or fellowship among Churches; c) to enable the member churches to consult
together concerning their Christian witness and service in Ghana; and d. to promote study
of changes in the national life – social, cultural etc.
7 See the year 2003 edition of Asempa Diary (Accra: Asempa Publishers, 2003).
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For the purposes of this discussion we shall focus more on the Presbyterian
Church of Ghana, as representing the Protestant tradition. The Church of
Pentecost represents the Pentecostal churches and The Central Gospel
Church is used to illustrate generalized trends in the Charismatic tradition.
Nevertheless, we shall cite examples from other churches that belong to
the respective traditions in order to point out particular differences and
uniqueness. The choice of the Presbyterian Church of Ghana (PCG) is due
to the fact that it was the first mission church that had a remarkable record
of social development and currently it has the highest number of
development projects among all the Protestant churches in Ghana. The
following table illustrates this fact with respect to Health delivery services
offered by Protestant churches in Ghana:
Table 2: Health delivery services offered by Protestant churches in Ghana
Church Health Hospitals Health Training
services Institutions
A.M.E. Zion 1 1 None
Anglican 7 None None
Baptist 1 1 None
E.P. 6 2 None
Global Evangelical 1 1 None
Methodist 4 2 None
P.C.G. 21 4 2
Salvation Army 6 None None
(Source: Christian Health Association of Ghana, April 2005)
In the educational sector, the PCG provides 1,945 schools for 311,395 pupils/
students.8
The Church of Pentecost and the Central Gospel Church were also chosen
mainly because they have more remarkable development programs for the
Pentecostal and Charismatic traditions respectively.  In order to make a
case for the need for development intervention by churches, we need to
briefly define the context within which social services take place.
8 The schools are made up of pre-school (514 schools, 44618 children), Primary (986
schools, 190,815 pupils) Junior Secondary School (408 schools, 51,895 students), Senior
Secondary School (27 schools, 20,333 students), Teacher Training College (5 Colleges,
2,942); Vocational Institutes (5 Institutes, 792 students). These exclude a large number of
schools currently run as private schools run by local PCG churches. Source: Statistics of
Comparative Summary For all P.C.G. Public Institutions 2003/2004.
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The State of Ghana’s Socio-economic Developments and Other
Social Problems as the Matrix of Christian Services of Love
The economic history of Ghana since independence has been quite turbulent.
It is mainly one of steep decline in prosperity. The Ghanaian economy has
traditionally been based mainly on agriculture, mining, forestry and fishing.
In recent times, the economy’s mainstay has been agriculture and mining. Of
course tourism is fast becoming a foreign exchange earner. Cocoa production
has been the dominant commercial activity for a long time.9  Between 1891
and 1944 there was a tremendous growth in the cocoa industry to the extent
that the Gold Coast experienced a major economic prosperity and accelerated
expansion in infrastructure.10 However, between 1930 and 1940 the country
experienced a serious economic depression with the steep fall in the price of
cocoa. This development led to the cutting of government expenditure on
education about by 35 %. As a consequence of this decline Ghana’s economy,
which was one of the strongest in Africa around the time of independence
(1957), suffered a sharp decline for twenty-five years, particularly between
1957 and 1966. This development naturally affected the country’s
infrastructural and social services, particularly education and health.11
Around 1966 the external debt of Ghana was to the tune of US$ 1 billion.
This constraint led the government to adopt austere measures and economic
reforms. The situation around the 1970s was not different. Inflation was
running at over 100% per annum. There was widespread corruption, fall in
the world price of cocoa, collapse of the mining industry and general strikes,
thus exacerbating the already ailing economy. Richard Jeffries describes
the economic situation around the period as follows:
9 It is significant for us to note that cocoa was first introduced into the country by the Basel
Mission in 1857.  Tetteh Quarshie however popularized it as a commercial industry with
the introduction of some cocoa pods from Fernado Po in 1879. On the early history of
cocoa in the Gold Coast, cf. Victory K. Nyanteng, ‘Cocoa Trade between Ghana and the
Netherlands: Past, Present and Future’ in Ineke van Kessel (ed.), Merchants, missionaries
and Migrants: 300 years of Dutch-Ghanaian Relations (Accra: Sub-Saharan Publishers/
Amsterdam: KIT Publishers, 2002), pp. 61-69,esp.62.
10 See Noel Smith, The Presbyterian Church of Ghana, 1835-1960, (Accra: Ghana
Universities Press, 1966), p.137.
11 See Linda Van Buren ‘Ghana. Economy’ in Africa South of the Sahara 1999 (London:
Europa Publication, 1998), p. 513; Kofi Awoonor, Ghana: A Political History (Accra:
Sedco Publishers Ltd. And Worli Publishing Services), p.181.
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By 1978, the Ghanaian economy was characterized by negative growth,
huge balance of payments and budgetary deficits, an acute shortage of
foreign exchange and hence a shortage not only of imported consumer
goods, but also of essential agricultural and industrial inputs for local
commodity production… At a conservative estimate, the purchasing power
of a worker’s wage had fallen to one-quarter of what it had been in 1972.
This was closely associated both in the public mind and in reality, with the
increasing dominance of the ‘black-market’, and with an escalation in
governmental corruption and commercial profiteering-especially clearly
related to the allocation of import licenses…12
Consequent to the worsening economic situation, Ghana submitted to the
conditionalities of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF). As a result from the 1980s to the 1990s the country was taken through
various Economic Recovery Program which saw some modest gains by
way of growth in the economy (about 5%) drop in inflation from 122.85%
in 1983 to about 12% in 1992. In spite of these gains, the economy was still
fragile.13 There was widespread poverty with 70% of the Ghanaians earning
under US $1 a day. The minimum wage in November 2000 was the local
equivalent of US $0.60, inflation was 40%, and interest rates were as high
as 46%. The country depended heavily on foreign aid. An annual aid budget
is about $ 1 billion.14 Nana Akuffo Addo, minister of Justice and Attorney
General (now Ghana’s foreign minister) made the following observation
of the Ghanaian economy in 2001:
The Ghanaian people are poorer today than they were at independence.
Per capita income of US $420 in 1957 is now US 370. The average real
wage is a quarter of what it was 30 years ago. 40 percent of the population
lives below the poverty line. Unemployment, especially amongst the youth,
is widespread. Despite nearly two decades of World Bank-supported
economic programme, which generated the inflow of some US $6 billion
of external support, the picture is one of mass impoverishment.15
The above observation captures the state of the economy as at 2001. Thus
it did not come as a surprise when in the 2001 budget of the current govern-
ment of New Patriotic Party (NPP), announced that the nation was joining
12 Richard Jeffries, ‘The political economy of personal rule’ in Donald B. Cruise O’Brien &
Co. (eds.), Contemporary West African States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).
13 Richard Synge (ed.), ‘Ghana’ in Africa Guide (Essex: Africa Guide Co. 1977), p. 141.
14 Daily Graphic, 8 June 01, p. 7.
15 Nana Akuffo Addo in a speech at the Global Forum II in the Hague, the Netherlands on May
31 2001. The full text was published in the June 8, 2001 edition of the Daily Graphic, p.7.
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the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative of the Breton Woods
Institutions.16 The major effect of Ghana’s ‘inherited poverty’17 and dismal
economic performance negatively impinges on access to essential services
such as healthcare, education and potable water particularly in the rural areas.
Greater majority of Ghanaians cannot afford healthcare offered in the country.
The government had introduced user fees (a system called in Ghana ‘cash
and carry’), which makes it difficult for many to access medical care. The
situation is worsened by the fact that 50% of Ghanaian medical doctors leave
the country within their first two years of graduation, and 80% within the
first five years after graduation.18 As recent as 2000, the quality of education
has been at low ebb. School enrolment diminished. According to the estimates
given by the UNDP one out of four children is not in school.19 Illiteracy was
estimated at around 56%.20 A World Council of Churches report at an economic
consultation among other things has this to say:
For the poor and the oppressed of the world the last forty years of growth-
oriented development have been a ‘lost promise’ and a myth. Their
conditions of existence have worsened due to the crippling development
policies followed by their own governments and reinforced by international
linkages, which have increased poverty and human misery.21
This description aptly fits the condition in which most Ghanaians find themselves
for most of the developmental efforts have not yielded the desired results for
them. There a myriad of reasons including economic, political, social, cultural
and religious. This paper has mainly looked at the economic problems.
16 ‘Heavy indebtedness’ is estimated taking into consideration the volume of a country’s
external debt and the amount it makes through exports and the percentage that is used in
debt servicing.  In the case of Ghana, about 45% of its export earnings is used to service
her debt leaving only 55% to cover workers’ salaries and developmental projects.
Furthermore, according to the Breton Woods institutions any country that makes a per
capita income for average value of goods and services produced in a particular year over
the total number of the population lower than $690 is a poor country.  In the 1990s Ghana’s
per capital income has remained below the $690 line.
17 Inherited poverty is the type of poverty in which parents pass on their poverty to their
children.
18 K.Y. Amoako, ‘Economic Development and Reform Issues in Africa: Lesson for Ghana’,
an unpublished lecture given at University of Ghana, Legon, August 2000, p.12.
19 Ibid.
20 Ghana Living Standard Survey: 2000 Ghana Statistical Services.
21 Marcos Arruda (ed.), Ecumenism and a New World order: The Failure of the 1970s and
the challenges of the 1980s, (Geneva: WCC/CCPD, 1980), P. 59.
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Development Intervention by Churches and Christian NGOs
In the face of the consistent inherited poverty and the rather dismal state of
Ghana’s economy, and other social problems, successive governments
proved unable to face the task of providing adequate facilities to Ghanaians.
Consequent to the above development, the churches (including Christian
NGOs) particularly Protestant denominations saw it as their calling to
intervene in making life bearable for not only the faithful but the nation at
large. Valdir R. Steuernegal has observed that:
Being faithful to the historic tenets of the evangelical faith, this emphasis
stresses that the Church cannot be indifferent to the reality of increasing
poverty and injustice that characterizes the entire continent so much.  The
love of God and the compassion of Jesus have to become an individual and
communal reality in the soil of the continent. Otherwise the Gospel will
not have been fully preached…22
Very early in their mission enterprise, Protestants were committed to holistic
mission because they came to the understanding that salvation of the soul
is meaningless unless it takes seriously the socio-economic, religious-
cultural and political environment that very often enslave the soul. They
stressed Diakonia which means ‘a service of love inspired by the example
of the life of Christ and by faith and endurance’.23
Protestant churches see their primary objective in terms of scattering the
seed of the kingdom of God as well as being the salt and light to transform
the state and the communities in which they live, for the sake of the Lord
Jesus Christ. For instance, historically, classroom education in the Gold
Coast (now Ghana) was for a long time spearheaded by western European
Christian missions, at times aided by grants from public funds. For instance,
there were few government schools, thus the churches had to bear the burden
of educational work during the greater part of the 19th century.24 Furthermore,
it was until the advent of the Protestant Mission in Ghana (Basel and
22 Valdir R. Steuernage, ‘Assessment of Mission : a two-Thirds World Perspective’, in V.
Samuel and Chris Sugden (eds.), AD 2000 and Beyond: A Missionary Agenda, (Oxford:
Regnum Books, 1991), p. 7.
23  J.S. Pobee, ‘Ministerial Formation for Mission Today: An Introductory Statement’, J.S.
Pobee (ed.), Ministerial formation for Mission Today (Geneva: WCC/ETC, 1993), 1.
24 S.G. Williamson, “Mission and Education in the Gold Coast”, International Review of
Missions,  1965,41: 364-373.
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Wesleyan Mission) that education which was hitherto on the coastal town
was extended to the hinterland and made available to the ordinary persons.
A General View of Religious NGOs in Ghana
There is a proliferation of NGOs in Ghana which is indeed a reflection of a
worldwide phenomenon in these times. There are over two hundred NGOs
operating in both the rural and urban areas today. As the term implies Non-
Governmental Organizations are bodies registered as private entities
operating outside governmental controls whose objectives are to render
social services to needy communities or identifiable individuals having
some social needs. There are basically non-profit making and membership
is voluntary.
There are various classifications of the NGOs run by expatriates, foreign
NGOs run by locals, Community based self-help groups etc. Even though
no classification based on religious affiliation at Ghana’s Department of
Social Welfare (Where NGOs are registered and certified) has been done,
religious NGOs are so visible that it will be possible to classify NGOs
using religious categories.  For instance there are identifiable Islamic NGOs,
such as Islamic Education and Reformation (GSIER), and Ghana Islamic
Development Association (GIDA).
There are Christian NGOs, a few of them are organs of established churches.
They include Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Adventist Development and
Relief Agency (ADRA), Catholic Action for Street-children (CAS), and
Assemblies of God Agency for Relief and Development (AGARD).  There
indeed other that are not affiliated to any Christian denomination but are
perceived as Christians. They could be classified as ecumenical or non-
denominational Christian NGOs.  A few examples would suffice here: World
Vision International (WVI), Help Age Ghana (HAG), Remar Association
Ghana (RAG), Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), Young
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), Samaritan Strategy (a partnership
between the Food for the Hungry International and the Harvest Foundation),
and Ghana Congress of Evangelization (GHACOE) Women’s Ministry.
Each of these NGOs have identified areas of operation as illustrated in the
table below:
14 Cephas N. Omenyo
Table 3: Selected Christian NGOs and Services Offered.
Name Education Health Advocacy Peace Social Employ- Relief Agric. &
(General) (Women & Build- Welfare ment Agro-
Children) ing (Children Gene- forestry
Aged) ration
ADDRA z z z z z z z z
AGARD z z z
CAS z z z
CMM z
CRS z z z z z z z z
GHACOE z z z
HAG z
ING z z z z
WVG z z z z z z z z
YMCA z z
YWCA z z
IHMN z
I am not oblivious of the existence of Christian NGOs. The fact is that even
though Protestant denomination in Ghana have development agencies and
that they are the pioneers and the major players in development intervention
(second to the Roman Catholics) in the country most of them have not
registered their developments agencies as NGOs.  Consequently, this paper
does not discuss them strictly under the general rubric religious NGOS but
the description “Development Intervention Organizations” seems more
appropriate although essentially, they operate as religious NGOs.
A Comparison of Social Service by Protestant and
Pentecostal/ Charismatic Organisations
Period of Social Impact
Social Intervention has been a feature in Ghanaian Protestantism right from
its inception. The Protestant missionaries from the onset saw the matters
that were not strictly religious as belonging to the focus of Christian theology
and the realm of evangelization. They did not dichotomize Theology and
Spirituality on one hand and Social Thought on the other. Social services
rendered to people among whom they worked and the conditions of such
people were considered as material for theological reflection. Furthermore
they defined the “Good News” of salvation which they preached in both
material and spiritual terms.
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Consequently they did not only get involved in social transformation but
they actually initiated a lot of them.  A typical case in point is the monumental
role the Basil Mission, which gave birth to the Presbyterian Church of
Ghana played in the social development of Ghana. The Basel Mission made
its mark in the building of roads and schools (both literary and vocational
education) as well as the development of local languages and human
resources.25 These projects and achievements have left a lasting impact on
Ghana. Noel Smith aptly summarizes the achievement of the Basel Mission’s
significant intervention in Ghana as follows:
In education and in agriculture in artisan training and in the development
of commerce, in medical services and in concern for the social welfare of
the people, the name ‘Basel’, by the time of the expulsion of the Mission
from the country, had become a treasured work in the minds of the people.26
Furthermore, the Basel Mission together with other mission bodies played
a significant role in the emancipation of the Gold Coast (now Ghana) from
colonial domination. The Protestant mission bodies particularly Basel
Mission had an aim of raising up educated Africans to take charge of future
missionary work and of inculcating in them the virtues of hard and honest
labor and discipline. This aim yielded good dividends, a fact which Fred
Agyemang acknowledges with pride during the 150th anniversary of the
Presbyterian Church of Ghana in 1978 as follows:
We Presbyterians produced the first speaker in the nation’s parliament,
five University vice-chancellors, one President of our Republic one, of the
two first District Commissioners, the first government hospital nurse, the
first scholarship awarded…for overseas study, the first two Ghanaian
secretaries of cabinet, the first Ghanaian commercial air-pilot, the first
woman lawyer and judge, two dean of the medical school, the first woman
religious minister, the first commissioner of police, the first Army officer,
the first inspector-general of police, the first woman veterinary surgeon,
and the first head student of the University of Gold coast.27
25 The following time line gives an idea of the history of Presbyterian Church of Ghana’s
institutions: 1843-George Thompson opened the oldest school founded by the Basel
Missionaries; 1844-Mr. Widman opened he fist Vernacular school at Akropong with 12 boys
and Mrs. Widman began to teach needle work to 12 girls; 1848-United Akropong mixed school
was opened for 25 boys, 37 girls and 7 West Indians; 1880-Vocational training exclusively for
females was opened at Begoro by Mrs. Mohr.; 1848-Akropong seminary was opened; 1869-
Basel Mission Educational set-up was accepted as the standard for the Gold Coast (now Ghana).
26 Noel Smith, The Presbyterian Church of Ghana, 154.
27 Fred Agyeman, We Presbyterians (Accra, Waterville, 1978) 8.
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If we were to update these achievements by products of the Protestant
Churches particularly the Presbyterian Church, there is going to be a tall
impressive list of even more remarkable exploits. Thus the Protestant
mission agencies in Ghana adopted an epistemological stance in its
theological enterprise and praxis whereby theology was an enterprise that
went beyond spiritual salvation of the soul. They adopted a posture which
saw the human situation of the individual and the societal structures, and
evangelization as factors that if confronted could transform individuals and
society at large. The legacy that the Protestant missionary societies have
left behind (since the 1830s) is in paving the way for a strong and sustainable
heritage of service of love in God’s mission in Ghana.
Pentecostal/charismatic movement on the other hand, did not put emphasis
on social services mainly because they have generally been perceived as
an experiential movement. They were overly concerned with “sacred”/
“Spiritual” matters. In the past, the movement tended to dichotomize the
world into the sacred-spiritual and the secular-material. In fact some did
not see social services as their responsibility to others. Even where it was
seen as a need it was ranked lower than the “salvation of the soul”, thus
they felt the church’s over involvement in development program in a
misplaced priority. This position is clearly epitomized by what the founder
of the Church of Pentecost, Rev. James Mckeown told missionaries of the
mainline Protestant churches:
You … missionaries and your African pastors and collaborators labor and
sweat with the school and then you leave the people on their own, neglecting
evangelism. Thus we can harvest where you have sown.28
To buttress the passive posture initially adopted by the Pentecostal churches
in the area of social development, it is noteworthy that despite the fact that
the Church of Pentecost for instance started its social services wing in 1938.
The Pentecost Social Services (PENTOS) which is the organ that formally
sees to social services was created as late as 1980. Today, however, things
have changed. There has been a major paradigmatic shift among Pentecostals
in the area of social development. Pentecostals/Charismatics are more and
more making efforts to reduce the dichotomy by making significant impact
on society in the area of social services. Due to the fact that Pentecostals
are latecomers in the area of social services, they do not have extensive
28 Hans Debrunner, A History of Christianity in Ghana, (Accra: Waterville, 1967), 325.
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projects as compared to Protestants For example, while the church of Pentecost
has about 117 schools, the PCG has more than 1,945 schools.  In the field of
health also, Pentecost has only one hospital while the PCG has 4.
Table 4: Distribution of some church related social services in Ghana
Church Hospitals Other Nurses Basic and Universities
health Training Secondary
providers Institutions Schools
Presbyterian Church 4 32 2 1,945 1
of Ghana
Church of Pentecost 1 2 None 117 1
International Central None None None None 1
Gospel Church
(Source: CHAG and data collected from the respective churches in April 2005)
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Initiative for projects
As established above for Protestants, Western Missionaries found the need to
initiate various projects. Invariably, the projects were perceived by local people
as belonging to the missionaries and not to the local Christians. There are
traces of this tendency up to today. Local churches do not quite own the projects
set up by Protestant missionaries. However, projects recently established by
local churches enjoy their patronage very much as well as ownership.
In the case of the Church of Pentecost for instance, all the projects emerged
out of local initiative and funding comes from both local churches as well
as the church’s headquarters. Consequently, the local churches have a better
sense of ownership of the projects within their localities.
Funding of Development projects and Directors’ offices
The bulk of the funds for developmental projects embarked upon by
Protestant churches mainly come from their partner churches in Europe
and in the United States of America. The local churches do contribute.
However, their contribution for the projects which were set up by foreign
missionaries is not as large as what comes from their development partners
overseas. In the case of the Presbyterian Church of Ghana, there are instances
where the church pays salaries of development workers (particularly in the
Agricultural extension sector) while their various development partners
provide all the resources needed for the project.
In the case of the Church of Pentecost, 99% of the cost of equipment and
buildings come from the Church. For instance Alpha Medical centre is the
only Mission related hospital whose building and equipment were raised
locally and salaries of staff are paid from income generated by the projects.
The Central Gospel Church also does not depend on external funding for
the few projects that they are engaged in.
In the Presbyterian Church of Ghana, sometimes even funding of the
operations of Directors of various projects comes from external donors.
Whenever they delay their funding there are crises. On the other hand for
the Church of Pentecost for instance the Director of the social services of
the Church receives full financial support from the Church.
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Management of projects
Related to the issue of initiative for projects and funding is management of
the various projects. It has been observed that in the case of most of the
Protestant-related projects that were initiated and funded from external
sources, members of the church are not very much involved in the
management of the projects.
In the case of projects established by the Church of Pentecost there is a
deeper involvement of the pastorate – in fact the pastor is the highest
authority in the management of the project. This may however have a
negative effect where there is undue interference by ministers of the church.
That notwithstanding, there is a need for the local church to maintain a
good working relationship with the development projects in order to
demonstrate the church’s policy of holistic mission.
Type of projects
Protestant development agencies usually undertake both capital intensive
and long term projects, such as hospitals, schools, and agricultural extension
programs as well as less intensive and short term programs such as
scholarship schemes, running of clinics and sinking of wells. On the other
hand due to the fact that Pentecostals/Charismatics finance their own
projects, they tend to concentrate mostly on less capital intensive and usually,
short term projects. They would mostly go in for clinics instead of hospitals;
they can easily embark on sponsored walk to raise funds for an orphanage
rather than building schools for needy children. As a result, all together,
Pentecostals/Charismatics have only six hospitals while Protestants have
eighteen. There are also two Presbyterian nurses teaching hospitals while
Pentecostals/Charismatics have none.
Meanwhile, as for instance, the International Central Gospel Church
instituted a scholarship scheme for needy students in 1989. This scheme is
one of the earliest to be established by a church in recent times. As at 1994,
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222 students had benefited and in 1995 alone 35 students received
scholarship into secondary school.29
Citing of the development Projects
There is no doubt that the major motive for the establishment of development
projects by mission bodies in Ghana is to at least mitigate the suffering of
deprived communities, towns and villages. Nevertheless it has been observed
that due to the policy of financial sustainability Pentecostal/Charismatic
projects are mostly cited in urban areas where patrons of the projects can
afford to pay for the cost of the services they enjoy.30 Therefore it is not
surprising that the Pentecost Social Services (PENTOS) was able to declare
a consolidated surplus of 1.28 billion cedis (or 19%) of its operations.
Furthermore, due to the fact that there are about four major hospitals in
Accra, there is no Protestant hospital in Accra, while all three mission
hospitals in Accra are owned by Pentecostal/Charismatic Agencies (Church
of Pentecost (2) and Assemblies of God (1)).  For the Church of Pentecost,
it was reported that apart from the Ayanfuri Clinic which received subvention
from the Head Office “All the Clinics recorded surplus”.31
In the area of education, while the two major Pentecostal/Charismatic
university colleges have been cited in Accra the Presbyterian University
has been cited at Abetifi Kwahu in the Eastern Region with proposed
campuses at Agogo and Akropong. None of these towns are even a Regional
capital. Obviously the policy of full cost recovery is easier to pursue in
Accra where there are a lot more people who are financially sound and
29 Daily Graphic, Saturday August 10, 1995. Although this paper does not discuss the role of
the AICs in development, a situation that is not very different from the Pentecostals, it is
worthy of note that today, donated clothing, cash and food items worth more than one hundred
and three million cedis between 1987 and 1992, the Kristo-Asafo Mission, one of the leading
AICs in Ghana (about $7,700.00) to very needy institutions. Due to the church’s remarkable
and consistent contribution to needy people and institutions in general and to the University
of Ghana in particular (having contributed over $10,000 to it) the University conferred
honorary doctoral degree on the leader of the church, Apostle Kwadwo Safo in 2000.
30 It must be pointed out that the Assemblies of God Church is an exception because it has
most of its development projects in the North which is predominantly rural.  Nevertheless,
the Assemblies of God has no choice but to cite its projects up North because that is where
the Church started and the North is still the stronghold of the Church.  So it stands to
reason that most of its projects would be cited there.
31 Pentecost Social Services (PENTOS), Performance Report for the year ending 2003, p.23.
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have the ability to pay for their education. Hence the PENTOS is able to
report on education among other things that: “Of the 4 sectors, the schools
were number one in demonstrating that they are the ones who are most
able to be financially sustainable”.
Conclusion
The ultimate motive for Christian development intervention is making every
human being realize Imago Dei – the image of God which every human
being possesses. Thus everyone deserves dignity. This should be the first
and foremost principle underpinning the Church’s development activities.
The church is committed to the promotion of good life. Most people in
Africa (Ghana) deserve the support and assistance of churches and other
development agencies to be liberated from the quagmire of extremely
deprived existence and doldrums of extreme poverty.  Currently, in Ghana
religious health delivery services constitute about 40% of the health delivery
sector. This percentage is so significant that the intervention of religious
organization in health delivery cannot be overemphasized. Both Protestant
and Pentecostal/Charismatic Development Intervention Organizations have
something to learn from each other. Protestants can learn from the initiative
Pentecostals have and the way they own such projects. Pentecostals/
Charismatics should find ways and means of raising funds to enable them
reach more of the real vulnerable people in the society who are mostly
located in the rural areas. Churches should collaborate very closely with
the existing NGOs (both Christian and non-Christian) since they all have
common interest of offering service of love to the needy. The future of
Christian mission in Ghana will be largely characterized by their diakonia –
the service of love to the needy. Thus service of love will continue to play
a major role in the mission of the Church in Ghana.
The reasons for the above submission are obvious.  In the first place dismal
economic situation that has led to poverty, diseases, unemployment, continue
to be prevalent in the Ghanaian society. Secondly, the missions have set the
pace for the inseparable relationship between diakonia and mission in the
Ghanaian context, which the NGOs have followed suit.32 The services have
32 See Emmanuel K.B. Essilfie, ‘Patterns of Diakonia in Christian Mission in Ghana: The
case of Christian Non-Governmental Organizations’, (M. Phil. Thesis, University of Ghana,
Legon, 2002).
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been indispensable in view of the significant lives they have impacted from
the missionary era till recent times. Thirdly, in view of the fact that NGOs in
general are internationally seen as relevant and, therefore, are given support
and financial assistance to help mitigate socio-economic and religio-cultural
problems in various deprived communities, diakonia which Protestant
churches have consistently pursued will continue to be relevant. However, in
view of the continually changing socio-economic context, churches in Ghana
should continually assess their agenda and strategies, and where there is the
need refocus them in order for their efforts in diakonia to be relevant.
The initiative taken by religious NGOs and churches in general to provide
social services and development projects and the impact they have made
on Ghanaian society so far has been so significant that any caring scholar
and development related donor organization cannot afford to ignore them
in their scheme of things. It thus makes research in religious NGOs in
Ghana, a fertile field of research.
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African Hospitality:
Is it Compatible with the
Ideal Christ’s hospitality?
Julius Mutugi Gathogo
African hospitality can be defined as that extension of generosity, giving
freely without strings attached. This explanation agrees with Echema
(1995:35) who says that, “it is an unconditional readiness to share” (give
and take). It is, thus, the willingness to give, to help, to assist, to love and to
carry one another’s burden without necessarily putting profit or rewards as
the driving force. Olikenyi (2001:102) explains that, African hospitality,
which he contends, is a vital aspect of existence in Africa in general, is one
of the few facets of Ancient African culture that is still intact and strongly
practiced today by most Africans in spite of all the forces of recent external
influence or even internal pressure. He quotes Uzukwu (1998:158) who
develops this view further when he says,
Despite the destabilization of traditional life by colonialism, foreign world
views, technology and modern living…African hospitality has held rather
well to the extent that it could be described as a way of being an African.
African hospitality is simply African cultural and moral values, which are
not theoretical, but a way of life (Moila 2002a:1). This shows that the concept
of hospitality is too wide that like African religion, it permeates all spheres
of African life (see Mbiti 1969:1f). While defining African hospitality as
the brotherhood or sisterhood “between the members of the same family
group and/or of the same clan,” Moila (2002a:2) goes on to say that,
Each member of the same family group is bound to offer food and shelter
to any member of his or her group who needs it. However, it is also an
African custom to offer hospitality even to strangers. Hospitality is perceived
and practiced by Africans as open-handed, instinctive and the most natural
thing in the world.
By saying that hospitality as practiced by Africans is “instinctive and the
most natural thing in the world,” Moila is alluding to the fact that African
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hospitality is more unique from other versions that are practiced in many
other parts of the world, especially in Europe and North America, as we
shall see in our ongoing discussion in this paper. On the whole, this paper
is very important in that hospitality in Africa is not an academic theory that
is simply exercised by ‘arm-chair’ practitioners but a practical way of life
on how people live their lives on a day-to-day basis, as the study seeks to
show. Moila (2002:1) explains the practicality of African hospitality as
seen during his early upbringing and by so doing, he gives us a general
picture of what African hospitality is all about and how it is lived and
practised right from our villages. He says,
African hospitality is one of those African cultural and moral values, which
my parents absorbed into their Christian lifestyle. Not only my parents,
but also all Christians on the farm where I grew up did this…. The farm
was divided into Christian and non-Christian villages. However, these two
villages did not prevent interaction between people. At all times, actions of
hospitality transcended those physical divisions. For instance, on Christmas
day or any other festive day, children from both villages would go from
one house to another to sing and to be given bread or cakes and drinks. As
such, Christmas day was used by families of both villages to display
generosity and hospitality to all children on the farm.
This paper is therefore important when we consider, Moila’s experiences,
which, no doubt, represents the upbringing of the entire African children to
adulthood. Its importance is clearly seen when we consider the fact that we
are writing on African hospitality as African Christians. As believers in the
Gospel of Christ, the interaction between Christ’s ideal hospitality and the
African hospitality serves the original aim of working towards this paper.
Another point worth of note is the fact that African hospitality will be
described, defined and be interpreted. On this basis, it is concluded that
“African hospitality is a powerful tool for gluing the community together
as well as the community with ancestors and God” (Moila 2002a: 1). Finally,
the significance of this paper is seen in Oduyoye’s (2001:94) words when
she says that hospitality is “inherent in being African, as well as in adhering
to a religion that derives from the Bible.” It is “given a religious meaning,
and linked with the ancestors, Christ and God.” As we study African
hospitality, its ancient practices, its present challenges, its compatibility or
incompatibility with the Gospel of Christ, we need to underline Archbishop
Tutu’s words that,
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Africans believe in something that is difficult to render in English. We call
it ubuntu, botho. It means the essence of being human. You know when it
is there and when it is absent. It speaks about humaneness, gentleness, and
hospitality, putting yourself on behalf of others, being vulnerable. It
embraces compassion and toughness. It recognizes that my humanity is
bound up in yours, for we can only be human together (Tutu 1989:69).
It is therefore of paramount importance to study about our history through
focussing on the Ancient African hospitality as we examine its compatibility
with Christ’s ideal hospitality in the modern day Africa.
Socio–Religious Manifestations of African Hospitality
Professor Moila (2002a: 3-5) best illustrates the three ways in which African
hospitality manifests itself:
Religious Life
Firstly, African hospitality in the religious domain includes relating well
with the ancestors. That’s why, in the Ancient African hospitality, and to an
extent, in the modern day, it is customary “when drinking beer, to pour out
the last few drops in the calabash for the ancestors”. Similarly, it is believed
that, when a pot of beer cracks, it is said to be good for the ancestors are
eating (Mönnig 1978:61). Moila (2001:3) contends that the Pedi woman
will always dish out food for the ancestors when she is cooking. This is
common even among the Kikuyu, the Giriama, the Digo, the Chonyi, the
Kamba and the Taita communities of Kenya, only that the East African
communities have had a characteristic of pouring anything, including water,
tea, or food on the ground before they consume it as a way of seeking
blessings from the ancestors before they consume it1 thereby appeasing
them. It is equivalent to prayers offered in the modern African Christianity
every time before we take meals. This symbolises a harmonious relationship
between the living and the living-dead. Who are the ancestors? It is the
deceased people who become ancestors and still remain part of the
community. They are also referred to as the living-dead. Traditionally, as
Healey and Sybertz (1969:211) say, the living dead were remembered in
the oral tradition for five generations. Their being remembered or not,
depended on how much good they had done on earth, especially hospitality
1 These findings have come out of my social interactions with the above people for years.
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to others. For as Dickson (1984:198) points out: “In African thought those
who become ancestors must have lived exemplary lives; it is not everyone
who dies who becomes an ancestor, so that the cult of the dead is not to be
equated with that of the ancestors”.
The question of ancestorship and hospitality is very crucial in Africa. For
example, the Fang of Gabon believe that an ancestor passes by in the person
of a stranger and, therefore, a stranger should be given a very kind and
warm treatment (Olikenyi 2001:105). Similarly, the Bulsa treat strangers,
orphaned, handicapped people, beggars and lepers very well because of
their belief that their ancestors visit them in these forms (Olikenyi 2001:105).
Generally, in most African communities, it is believed that unexpected guests
are the embodiment of ancestors; hence, they are given the ancestors’ food
(Moila 2002a:3). In such hospitality, it means communing with ancestors
through such impromptu services to guests hence, maintaining a relationship
through the practise of hospitality.
Social life
Secondly, African hospitality manifests itself through social life, which is
also fully permeated by religion. In so doing, it serves for the sustenance of
holistic community (Moila 2002a:3). For that reason, activities such as
dancing and singing are “perceived as hospitable activities in that they
bind the community together” (Moila 2002:3). Africans dance to celebrate
every “imaginable situation – joy, grief, love, hate, to bring prosperity, to
avert calamity. In addition, singing and joyful conversation enable African
people to minimise tensions within enclosed community” (Thorpe
1991:116). Idowu (1973:84) observes that,
Songs constitute a rich heritage for the whole of Africa. For Africans are
always singing and in their singing and poetry, they express themselves. In
this way, all their joys and sorrows, their hopes and fears about the future,
find an outlet. Singing is always a vehicle conveying certain sentiments or
truths. When songs are connected with rituals they convey the faith of
worshippers from the heart-faith in the Deity, belief in and about divinities,
assurance and hopes about the present and with regard to the hereafter.
This shows that African songs are not just a concordance of notes and
voices, but each song expresses a general mood and meaning of a given
situation. It also shows that dance when being accompanied by song is
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used to express more than just entertainment in that it becomes a
manifestation of the feeling of the individual or a group thus communicating
their interior sentiments, expectations and aspirations. In so doing, African
hospitality is clearly expressed. Whether in the church, in political arena,
in educational institutions, or in whatever area of our social life, songs and
dances have not lost their value in Africa. Chima (1994:60) stresses this
point when he says,
Whether songs are used in rites of passage (birth, puberty, initiation,
marriage etc.) or in the various human activities (work, hunting, harvesting
etc.) and whether their contents refer to birds, animals, seasons or humans,
songs have human life, behaviour and relationships as their main interest.
Thus, songs and dances are powerful expressions of African hospitality;
and cannot be wished away when discussing this concept of hospitality
throughout our study. Another common expression of our African hospitality
is through community drama. As Njino (1992:7) notes, drama is a play
performed by actors based on poetry, legends, myths, past or present events,
for either entertainment or teaching moral and social lessons. Thus, it is
closely related to song and dance. From time immemorial, it has been used
to mock evil or to mock ungodly behaviours, to caricature, to satirize and
to conscientize the society on what ought to be taken seriously (see Njino
1992:8). It is also used to mock any abuse of African hospitality and to
praise and to educate people on hospitality; and as we move on with the
21st century, it will be more useful in the African Church.
Song, dance and drama are accompanied by instruments like guitar (which
is not originally African but a Western adaptation) “Kayamba” (an African
musical instrument) and drum.2 In general instruments, themselves as Njino
(1992:10) notes, communicate particular messages. A good example is a
drum. Depending on the size of the drum, it was used to send a message of
death and mourning (Mutugi 2001:82). In other words, the sound it produces
matters a lot. It also communicates a message of joy and celebration. It is
also used as a call signal for inter-village communication. This is especially
done in times of war or any other urgency (see Njino 1992:10ff). In any
case, the Chiefs barazas (meetings) in the ancient Africa relied on drums
to announce or call upon the people to assemble (Mutugi 2001:82).
2 This is an observation made through participatory observation in both the Kenyan and
South African context.
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Interestingly, many African radios and television stations have adopted the
use of the drums to announce the different programmes. Good examples
include: The national television and Radios in Tanzania and Nation
Television of Kenya – all in East Africa.3
In other words, as Moila (2002:4) contends, in the social sphere hospitality
plays the role of the life affirming and life sustaining. For indeed an
individual is never alone. The Agikuyu of Kenya have a saying (proverb)
that, “he who eats alone dies alone” (Wanjohi 1997:21). The Kamba of
Kenya also have the same saying as Mbiti (2002:83) tells us. Mbiti contends
that the proverb is used to highlight the value of sharing both joy (food)
and sorrow (death). He further says that if there is no fellowship, there is
no sharing of food during one’s life, this follows that there will be no sharing
of grief and bereavement at one’s funeral. In this regard, hospitality means
more than sharing of experiences by members of a group. Moila (2002a:4)
goes further and asserts that hospitality eradicates loneliness. Thorpe
(1991:120) affirms this when he comments about the Zulu culture,
“individuals cannot exist alone. They are because they belong”. Moila
(2002:4) goes on to argue that any disruption of the well being of a
community calls for the members of a societal group to sit down together
and share a common meal. After borrowing heavily from the many African
societies such as Asu of Tanzania, the Nupe of Nigeria, the Efe (Pygmy) of
the Democratic Republic of Congo, and the Fulani of West Africa, Mbiti
aptly summarises the meaning of the ideal hospitality in Africa,
It can be made more palatable to avoid the state in which ‘a person who
eats alone dies alone’. If we eat together, we can also happily die together-
whether according to African Religion, Christianity, or other religious
traditions. There is in each person something exceedingly valuable,
wonderful, and indestructible….
 In the social domain, African hospitality has a lot to do with material support
on auspicious occasions such as betrothals, marriages, initiations,
fundraising for medical bills, mourning for the dead, burials, education of
children and social gatherings. In such situations, villagers pour in without
waiting for invitation cards or any formal invitation.4 This is all to do with
3 These examples can be noted through listening to the Radio and Television Stations.
4 This paragraph is partly informed by research before 2001 when I was working for my
book on “African hospitality”. It is also informed by Prof. Moila’s researches (2002a:4).
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the communality of African society where one person’s happiness is
happiness for all and one person’s sorrow is sorrow for all.
Economic life
Another area where African hospitality is manifested is in the economic
life. This involves communal willingness to assist each other. From the
ancient times, Africans have displayed their hospitality by co-operating in
works such as agricultural work, the building and repair of houses, land
cultivation and clearance of bushy areas, hunting, and fishing among other
areas.5 With regard to the Kikuyu of Kenya, Kenyatta (1938:42ff) goes on
to show how African hospitality depends heavily on industry. By industry,
it means a quality of being hard-working to promote the economic well
being of the community – while at the same time discouraging laziness as
the destruction of the community. Kenyatta goes on to analyse the type of
industries among the Kikuyu of Kenya, most of which were conducted
communally as a gesture of hospitality. They include ironwork, hut building,
pottery, basket making, skin tanning, musical instruments, and agricultural
activities.6 The concept of hard working, therefore, assumes that it is when
you are hard working that you will have something to be hospitable with
such as food, shelter, clothing and other materials.
In Africa, one cannot be mean with his or her services. For a hospitable
person is one who is generous in providing food and shelter for the needy
and services for whoever needs help. With regard to the Luo of Western
Kenya, Obengo (1997:53) explains that a hospitable and generous person
is termed as “jangwono”, which means “a gracious person”. This agrees
with the Kikuyu community who refer to a hospitable person as “mutugi”
which has two meanings: “a gracious person” or/and “a hospitable person.”
This shows how the word “hospitable” is to the Africans. For to be associated
with grace, it means it is a divine name. For God is also described as
“gracious” among the Africans. To be hospitable therefore is to participate
in God’s gracious acts of doing well to others, including working to assist
in improving the economic or social well being of the individual and the
society in general.
5 These ideas can be found in Kenyatta (1938:42ff), Moila (2002:4) and Obengo (1997:53).
6 For details see Jomo Kenyatta 1938. Facing Mount Kenya p.42ff
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As Obengo (1997:57) says, of the Luo people of Kenya, a sharply contrasting
term to hospitality is “ja wooro” which describes both the greedy and the
stingy. Among the Kikuyu, the vice opposed to generosity and hospitality,
which is referred to as ithunu – is almost absolute. Mean or stingy people
stand condemned as social outcasts and are believed to be cursed people
(Wanjohi, 1997:114). In the ancient times, they were highly stigmatised;
and were classed with robbers, murderers, prostitutes, witches, sorcerers,
corrupt, defrauders and greedy people of the world who are short sighted
and lacking in vision (Mutugi 2001:44). A Kikuyu proverb that says, “A
mean person refuses to serve food to one who has eaten,” is used to caution
against meanness or being stingy in socio-economic life. It is reminiscent
of Christ’s words that, “He who saves his life loses it and whosoever looses
it finds it” (Mark 8:34-35).
However, African hospitality is dispensed in moderation and in prudence.
This is demonstrated by the following proverbs: “Too much generosity
depletes the cows of the one visited in the morning” (Wanjohi 1987:61).
This Kikuyu proverb cautions on reckless hospitality, otherwise called in
the Bible – prodigality. Another proverb that cautions on foolish dispensation
of hospitality is the Ganda proverb that says, “Visitor is a visitor for several
days, and then put the person to work” (Healey and Sybertz 1996:173). It
agrees with the Swahili proverb, which says that, “A visitor is a guest for
two days, on the third day, put him or her to work (by giving him or her a
hoe)” (Healey and Sybertz 1996:172). These proverbs imply that a person
is not a visitor forever. At one stage he or she will be accepted as one of us,
who now needs to work like the rest of us in our forms to promote the
economic well being of the host and the entire community. This proverb
was used in Tanzania by President Julius Nyerere, during the Ujamaa
policies to discourage laziness among the idlers of Tanzania, and Africa at
large, who consumes the sweat of others, like parasites, in the name of
going for holidays and other excuses (see Healey and Sybertz 1996: 173ff).
Other proverbs that clarify that African Hospitality has to be in moderation
and in prudence are, “Having too many friends empties ones pockets”
(Kikuyu), and “The family oil is not to be used on strangers” (Kikuyu)
(See Wanjohi, 1997:27)
Thus, while acknowledging the need for hospitality they urge that prudence
to be the guide in its practice. It also shows that hospitality is more than
welcoming people; for it also means avoiding being misused or being
31African Hospitality: Is it Compatible with
the Ideal Christ’s hospitality?
exploited, as the above proverbs have shown. While acknowledging that
prudence as the guide in the dispensation of hospitality, many African
proverbs tend to caution on the danger of the hosts themselves impatience
with the visitors. This is especially so in our modern economy when people
are too busy in this task oriented Africa, as the section on modern challenges
will show. In addressing this, the Chewa have a proverb that says, “treat
the visitor well because she/he is like a morning dew which disappears
very quickly with the morning sun.”7 It is mainly used when hosts get tired
of the visitors and begin to mistreat them.
Oduyoye (2001:94-5) quotes Rose-Zoe Obianga who contends that Africans
welcomed Europeans and adopted Europeans values only to find that the
element of reciprocity was missing. As she further says, Africans resisted
this misuse of their hospitality and continue to do so when the outside
values are deemed incompatible with African norms.8 Oduyoye (2001:95)
cites the case of Nyerere of Tanzania who linked hospitality with work and
economic productivity: “treat your guests as guests for two days, and on
the third day, give them hoes.” That is, put them to work doing whatever
you do to sustain your hospitality. Thus, hospitality demands that we teach
not only life skills but also specifically economic skills in order to prevent
dependency and parasitism” (Oduyoye, 2001:95). All in all, hospitality and
generosity as Moila (2002a: 5) says, are inseparable virtues of a good person
in most African traditions.
Hospitality and Interdependence
As we have already seen, African hospitality is grounded on the fact that no
one is an island of himself or herself rather each and every one is part of the
whole. Mbiti’s summary of African philosophy as we have already seen, that
is, “I am because we are and since we are therefore I am” (Mbiti 1969:106)
best sums up the grounds in which Africans hospitality is built. This is the
emphasis on interdependence, which agrees with Pauline theology on the
need to recognise other people’s gifts and talents in order to edify the church
and the society in general (see Ephesians 4:10-12, 1 Corinthian 12).
7 Interview with Prof. Isabel Phiri on 13th September 2003.
8 The ongoing debate in the Anglican Church on whether to accept homosexual clergy can
illustrate this point in that the African churches have vehemently refused to accept the
consecration of homosexual Bishops in both Europe and North America as they contend it
is against African norms and Biblical traditions.
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Many African proverbs will express this communalistic approach to life:
“One log does not make a bridge (Kikuyu)” (Mutugi 2001:21). It means, on
himself or herself alone, an individual cannot do something substantial. One
needs others for advice, teaching, rebuke, correcting and training above other
things (cf. 2 Timothy 3:16). Since bridges help the people to cross over the
river, and do businesses such as trading and general interactions, one log
(read one person) cannot, without teaming up with the rest, ensure the
continuity of the members of the community for by relying on him or her, the
people may starve or be separated for lack of a good bridge to make them
pass over and meet. Thus, one cannot advice himself or herself; nor rebuke
his or her own wrongs; nor correct or train himself or herself; nor can he or
she see his or her back; for a log needs other logs to combine and make a firm
bridge to ensure safety as we cross over the valleys of life together.
Another proverb that explains the value of interdependence is, “Wealth comes
by working together” (Kikuyu) (Mutugi 2001:21). It means that for a society
to prosper, co-operation and mutual support is the key to success. This co-
operation is to start from a house/family, clan, and tribe to the whole nation.
It agrees with Christ’s caution that a house divided cannot stand (Matthew
12:25). To acquire wealth and thereby improve the nation’s economic well-
being calls for a genuine hard work in a co-operative atmosphere.
The clearest expression of African hospitality in terms of interdependence
is found in a Kikuyu proverb that says that, “All things are interdependent.”
The original translation should have been, “no one can dare live without
support from another person as success can not be assured.” It means that
in the society of men and women, every one’s contribution is important
and necessary. It agrees with St. Paul when he says,
He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens,
in order to fill the whole universe. It was he who gave some to be apostles,
some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers
to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be
built up until we all reach unity in the faith… and become mature, attaining to
the whole measure of the fullness of Christ (Ephesians 4:10-14).
An exegesis on this will show that St. Paul contends that for the house of
Christ to be completely built, it has to be erected by unity in diversity. That
is, the different gifts will have to come in play, some as evangelists, others
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as prophets, others as pastors, others as teachers, others as administrators,
others as singers and in every other way. For the church to be the way it
was meant to be, all talents need to be seen as assets that will need to be
given room to nourish the church and therefore edify it as St. Paul advised
(1 Corinthians 12-14).
Another proverb, which explains the value of interdependence in African
hospitality is, “The hornless animal leans on the one that has them” (Mutugi
2001:21). This Kikuyu proverb can be compared with what the New
Testament implies by fellowship among the believers in Christ. The hornless
animal can refer to somebody who is a doctor but he or she is not trained as
a teacher and therefore cannot teach his children and therefore, even though
his/her profession is noble, he or she needs the services of a teacher and
vice-versa. The theme of interdependence is so crucial in African cultural
hospitality such that even in oral narratives animals have been personified
thereby showing its value in African hospitality. In addition, the story below
over a bird and animals will seek to demonstrate how human beings cannot
afford the luxury of isolating themselves from one another; as it is costly,
risky and unwise.
In Mwea plains of Kirinyaga District in Kenya, where I come from, there
is a small spotted bird, which is often seen where cows are grazing. The
locals have given this bird different names. Some call it Ndeithi – meaning
the one who shepherds. Others call it Nyange – meaning the brown or “the
white one who moves here and there.” It can also mean the beautiful one.
Others call it Ndieri, which is a meaningless word when translated in the
local language – the Kikuyu. These many names show the many roles that
she plays plus her importance in educating humanity on the theme of
interdependence. Interestingly, this bird follows the grazing cattle as if it
were the Shepherd and the reason for doing this is that as the cattle moves
in the grazing land, grasshoppers and other nutritious insects are disturbed
and exposed. This in turn gives the bird the opportunity to feast on them
easily. In this analogy, we realise that both the cattle and the bird need one
another in that the bird helps to remove the ticks that cling to the body of
the cow to suck its blood, with the danger of infecting the animal with East
Coast Fever and other diseases; while at the same time, the bird depends
on the cow, who exposes insects from their hiding places thereby giving it
a chance to feast on them.
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This symbiotic behaviour clearly expresses the ideal African hospitality
where we see one another as possible assets at all times. It agrees with St.
Paul who echoes Christ when he says that the body is a unit of many parts
which need one another at all times. For “the body is not made up of one
part but of many. If the foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not
belong to the body’, it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body
…If the whole body were an eye where would the sense of hearing be? If
the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in
fact, God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he
wanted them to be …” 1 Corinthian 12:12-26).Arguing on the value of
interdependence, the retired Archbishop Desmond Tutu says,
In our African language we say, ‘a person is a person through other persons’.
I would not know how to be a human being at all except (that) I learned
this from other human beings. We are made for a delicate network of
relationships, of interdependence. We are meant to complement each other.
All kinds of things go horribly wrong when we break that fundamental
Law of our being. Not even the most powerful nation can be completely
self-sufficient (Tutu 1989:71)
African hospitality is thus characterised by the emphasis on interdependence.
It is in agreement with Pauline theology, which is echoed from Christology,
especially on the assertion that we are one body, one people of God – despite
the many different gifts, and talents that are bestowed upon each and every
one of us by God – our maker. This calls us to share whatever talents and
gifts we have for the sake of God and the general prosperity of our society
as away of encouraging one another. For as Hebrew 10:25 says, we ought
to encourage one another for the Day of the Lord is coming.
The uniqueness of African Hospitality
The overall study of this subject shows that African hospitality is unique
from the hospitality in the rest of the world especially in comparison with
that of North America and Europe. Its uniqueness is seen in the fact that it
has less pretence and has a natural approach. This is what Healey and Sybertz
(1996:168) mean by their assertion that it is “deep and sincere.” By nature,
Africans are reputably hospitable. This contributes to its uniqueness. As
one of my interviewees, Eliab Mwendwa,9 says,
9 My interviews with Eliab Mwendwa on the 8th of November 1998
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Such hospitality is not in England where I visited. In fact, you can stay
with somebody for a whole month who has never greeted you, and whom
you do not know his or her name. If he (or she) tells you ‘lets go for a cup
of tea in a hotel’, for instance, do not be surprised if he (or she) tells you to
pay for yourself.
 Mwendwa goes on to say that, “Eating is by appointments. You do not just
join the supper or lunch when you find others eating as it is in Africa. If you
are late for meals, just relax, you will eat another time.” The uniqueness of
African hospitality can be argued on the basis that, unless you are invited
for a meal or dinner by a westerner, you do not expect a treat.10 In the
ancient Kikuyu hospitality, it was more unique than it is today in that, a
hungry person, a passer-by or a stranded stranger could go to the garden, in
a strange land, and if he (or she) was genuinely hungry, he (or she) would
get into somebody’s garden and consequently eat as much ripe bananas,
sugar cane or any ripe fruit but was not supposed to carry it with him (or
her) outside the spot.11 The danger of this ancient hospitality is that it could
encourage parasitism whereby when a person does not want to work, he
moves to a strange corner where he is not known and enjoys their hospitality
like any other genuinely stranded stranger.
However, it is imperative, at this stage, to underscore the fact that such
attitudes are changing slowly by slowly in our modern day Africa. This can
be attributed to the fact that supply in proportion to the people in our modern
world is lesser. Surely, one cannot afford to cook such food that used to be
cooked for the entire extended family and beyond! The population has grown
bigger; the subdivision of land has left many with small pieces of land,
which cannot adequately supply the family with enough food.12 Still, the
change of attitude, that is weakening our hospitality can also be attributed
to the mushrooming of commercial places like hotels, restaurants, bars and
bonding and lodgings which have replaced the many social gatherings for
leisure such as beer drinking sessions that used to be there.
A German missionary, Rev. Johannes Beyerhaus (1994-99) was constantly
surprised and overwhelmed by the unique hospitality that he received in
10 My interviews with Rev. John Mararo on the 6th of November 1998.
11 Interview with Julius Gatimu Kaburu on the 9th of November 1998.
12 This information is gathered as a result of my participant observation in my Kenyan
context and especially the central province. It is also as a result of my interviews with
Julius Kaburu Gatimu.
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Kenya while serving as a lecturer/missionary at St. Andrews’ College of
Theology and Development, Kabare-Kenya. As a lecturer, he one day went
to Kîathi Anglican Church to supervise his theological students who were
attached there, on one Sunday. According to him, his visit was unexpected
but the local Christians insisted that he and the students should have lunch
with him. Consequently, they got the food, which was cooked for a particular
family while the hosting family went without lunch on that day. Now, what
struck him considering that he was from a European cultural setting, is that
these people did not display such unique hospitality grudgingly “as this
would usually be the case in central Europe,” but joyfully.13 Beyerhaus
further noted that whenever he attended weddings, funerals and other social
events, people tended to give him the best chairs, the best places and the
best food. He was overwhelmed by the fact that whenever he attended a
function, even where he was less known, he was often invited to sit in front
even though he did not have a function in the service (be it church service
or mere social activity). This would mean, a person vacating the seat so
that he could get a place to sit. This, he observed, is very different from
Germany or the rest of Europe where every thing is fixed, settled and
organised in advance. Guests in Europe, usually, do not make people change
their sitting arrangements.14
According to both Beyerhaus and Rev. John Abdy, unless, guests are invited,
or are very close to the hosts, they are often seen as a disturbance of ones
schedule in the European context. It is, therefore, often seen as rather
impolite just to pop in without prior notice. This is often even in the case
when children visit one another.15 Beyerhaus, whom I had a comprehensive
interview with explained that the concept of including strangers in ones
hospitality is not very well developed in Central and Northern Europe –
even in the churches, the strangers often do not feel very welcome. However,
there are notable exceptions. It would be especially rude in German culture
to pay an unexpected visit during lunch time. This contrasts sharply with
the African situation where people do not mind to visit one another at all
times, hence the welcome, as earlier observed in this study. Conversely,
visits, in Germany and unlike in Africa, do not usually take much time
since “time is money” unless a visitor is a very close friend or relative.
This again contrasts with the rural Africa where hosts are never in a hurry
13 Interview with Rev. Johannes Beyerhaus, 24th December 1998.
14 Interviews with Rev. Johannes Beyerhaus, 24th December 1998.
15 Rev. John Abdy is an English clergy whom I interviewed on the 16th October 1998.
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to wave their guests off. Hospitality here shows itself strongly in the time
taken for visitors just as we saw in the case of greetings, where hurried
greetings are seen as an insult or downplaying the other person.
The reason as to why there is a very sharp difference between Western
hospitality and African hospitality is subject to a prolonged debate, which
this study is not interested in going into. But the main reason might be
rooted in a fundamentally different approach of life; for whereas Africa is
a relationship oriented culture where good fences do not make good
neighbours, the Western culture tends to be achievement oriented hence
the individualism as opposed to the African concept of communalism.16 In
Germany, fences are put around every house and children have to respect
the property of other people. This includes not going into other people’s
gardens, which would be a great offence in the German culture. Beyerhaus
explains further that, there is a law in some States in the United States of
America, which allows the owner of a garden to shoot an intruder even
though he may have no intention of getting into the house itself.17 For
stepping on another people’s ground is an offence enough to warrant killing!
Obviously, this is totally different in Africa, as our previous discussion has
shown. The German presence of fences, which bar the visitor from entering
a compound, is a strong symbol in itself.18 Indeed my interview with both
Rev. John Abdy (a British national) reveal that people in Southern Europe,
that is Italy, Greece and Spain, have a much stronger concept of hospitality
than people of Central and Northern Europe. In the Southern Europe
however, this concept of hospitality has of late been partly spoilt through
the influence of tourism; that is, people discovering that they can make
money with hospitality.
Our researches further reveal that weddings and funerals are private affairs
in Europe unlike in Africa where they are more or less communal. In Europe,
one cannot go to a wedding unless he has been invited, though occasionally
a drink and a small snack may be provided for everyone who has attended
the church service, but the main part takes place indoors and is strictly for
invited people only – usually between 35-120 persons.19 Similarly, in the
16 This debate on communalism versus individualism is well summed by John Mbiti’s and
Rene Descartes’ philosophies as we observed earlier.
17 Interview with Rev. Johannes Beyerhaus.
18 Obviously, this is different in cities
19 Information gathered after the interviews with Rev. Abdy and Rev. Beyerhaus.
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funeral service, everybody can attend, like in African context, but again,
only invited guests would share the meal, which follows after the funeral
service. Beyerhaus however, admits that in small German villages where
the sense of community is still strong, this may be slightly different.
In concluding this subsection on the uniqueness of African hospitality, it is
essential to appreciate that in Europe, unlike in the communalistic Africa,
to be invited is much more heart-warming than to be visited. On the contrary,
in Africa, people feel honoured when they are being visited; for as earlier
observed, visitors in Europe are seen, often, as a burden and bother to ones
schedule. Being so close in touch to a visitor to an extent of sharing, as say
one bed with a visitor (both Beyerhaus and Abdy contends) would make a
European to shudder.20 Further, in Europe, there must be a very special
reason why a person has to stay overnight in somebody else’s house.
However, special guest rooms, for some special accessions are quite
common. On the whole, both the Western hospitality and the African
hospitality have something to learn from the ideal Christ’s hospitality, which
is too sacrificial. And since none of us is perfect before God, we should
therefore avoid being judgemental on whose hospitality is more Christ like
or less Christ-like. Rather, we should simply let Christ perfect us. In any
case, as St. Paul tells us (Romans 3:23), all have sinned and fallen short of
the glory of God. This therefore means, to overcome our fallenness, seeking
to learn from Christ will be the solution. Otherwise, we can rightly argue
that rather than African hospitality being seen as unique when we compare
it with the hospitality in the rest of the world, it is Christ’s hospitality that
is clearly and ideally unique and worth imitation by all nations of the earth.
For as Abraham, the so-called the Father of our modern faith; and the first
biblical character to display hospitality (though some may argue that Abel
was) to strangers - who turned out to be Angels (Hebrews 13:1-3, Genesis
18) of God was told by God, “I will make you into a great nation and I will
bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing … and
all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:2-3). In
imitating Abraham and Christ – our Lord and Saviour, our hospitality will
be truly unique and Christ’s like, pleasant and worth envying by other nations
of the world.
20 The information has come after the interviews with the two Senior European clergymen/
scholars.
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Some Expressions of African Hospitality in the Modern Church
In this section, we intend to show how the Gospel of Christ has been
inculturated through incorporating the concept of African hospitality especially
in the church liturgy. In this journey of inculturation, we are agreeing with
the Tanzanian theologian Joseph Kamugisha (Healey and Sybertz 1996:15)
who states that the heart of inculturation is John 1:14: “The word became
flesh and lived among us.” Christ continued to live among the African people
as the chief Diviner-healer, our liberator, our guest, our proto-ancestor and
our victor over death among other images. In the church leadership and liturgy
as well, Christ must be manifested through inculturation.
In the church leadership, the East African Christian Revival movement
(E.A.R.M) are unique in the exchange of peace. This takes place in an
informal, relaxed and unhurried atmosphere. In this, different types of
handshakes and greetings are used, including hugging one another.21 It is
like what St. Paul tells Thessalonians, “Greet all the believers with a
brotherly kiss” (1 Thessalonians 5:26).
Though they may not be conscious of it, the East African Revival movement,
which started in Rwanda in 1927 and spread through Uganda into Kenya
by 1937 (Mugambi 1995:126), is essentially African. In its leadership
structures and general organisation it has creatively derived its models from
the African heritage. For example, their fellowships are non-hierarchical.
Clerics and laity are equal. There is no one who is senior to others. This
agrees with Christ’s caution that “whoever wants to be the greatest must be
a servant of all” (Mark 10:44). Secondly, all ideas or issues brought forward
are taken into consideration before a final decision is made; and in so doing,
they try as much as possible to avoid suspicion or any form of misunder-
standings. They avoid this problem of suspicion by being very open to one
another-“walking in the light always” and appreciating each and every ones
contributions. This has some similarities with the African court, which
appreciated the views of every participant and weighed the different opinions
from everyone regardless of his social standing (Mugambi 1995:132). It is
also in the line with the New Testament doctrine of the priesthood of all
21 Information gathered through participant observation as a member of the East African
Revival
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believers.22 This doctrine holds that every believer is a priest because he/
she can intercede for others, pray for others (James 5:13, Matthew 7:7),
can baptise during the time of emergencies among other issues.
Thirdly, a decision is reached through consensus for there is no formal
voting. If for example, the members bitterly or irreconcilably fail to agree
on an issue, the emphasis is, “go and pray”, so that when they meet again
the Holy Spirit would have spoken to each and every one to enable the
consensus building amongst them.23 Thus, postponing until a consensus
emerges is purely an African way of decision-making. In avoiding divisions
among themselves, they take Christ’s precaution when he said that “a house
divided cannot stand” (Matthew 12:25). Fourthly, the members of the East
African Revival Movement have maintained an oral leadership despite the
fact that their current leadership is composed of educated people most of
who are primary school teachers. This emphasis on the orality is carried
over from the African heritage. This is also the way the Gospel of Christ
was first presented – orally. However, if the movement has to survive, it
must preserve theology in written form. It is the example that was set by
people like of St. Paul and Saint Luke, among others, when they recounted
the ministry of Christ thereby communicating with generations after
generation to the present time.
In the ordinary church services mainly on Sunday, most of the churches in
both Kenya and South Africa that I have visited constantly demonstrate
African hospitality within their liturgies. They include:
(A) Welcoming and greeting the people, especially visitors with a warm
handshake, as they arrive. In some cases, the parish or the church elders
join the priest in welcoming visitors who arrive to the particular church,
say, for the first time. This is in line with Christ’s hospitality on doing well
to others just “as you would have them do to you” (Luke 6:31). I remember
in 1990 when I joined Mr. Jeremiah Nyaga with whom I taught in the same
school (Githure Secondary School), at the Seventh Day Adventist (S.D.A)
Gatumbi-Kenya, for a Saturday service when I received an overwhelming
hospitality that I would always live to remember. Though I belonged to the
22 We gather this from the New Testament studies and the Systematic Theology, which
deals with Christian doctrines.
23 This information is gathered through participant observation.
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Anglican Church, as is the case today, I was excited and overjoyed by the way
we were received just before we got into the church compound. Almost every
church elder was giving me a handshake that was accompanied by “welcome”,
“Feel at home”, “This is the church of Christ, This is your Church”. It was a
humbling experience that resonates with Christ’s ideal hospitality.
(B) Another special opportunity that demonstrates hospitality is the
introduction of visitors at the beginning of the liturgy or during the
announcement times. Depending on the particular church, some African
sayings and expressions are used relevantly. They include, “You are
welcome with both hands held out in friendship” or “We recognise the
presence of visitors-welcome again” or “When you go back, take our
greetings with open hands”. Sometimes, there is rhythmic clapping to
welcome the special guest.24
(C) In some churches, the visitors are invited to speak from the front; and
before and after finishing their short speeches, as that is what is expected,
there can be rhythmic clapping to welcome the special guests and even a
special song of welcome. While this is very common in East Africa, it is
not common among the South African churches, as my participatory
observation in the Kwa-Zulu-Natal province has shown. However, there
are exceptional cases: In Scottsville Presbyterian Church, the visitors are
not only recognised, given forms to fill on prayer requests, membership
and to state their needs; in addition, there are always ushers every Sunday
who wait for visitors so as to assist them in every way possible. The areas
of help can be: showing where the toilets are; to provide a form of security.25
Above all, every one is welcomed, after the service, for a cup of tea or
coffee is freely given. This is highly an ambitious project that needs to be
encouraged! On top of that there are very organised choirs who often sing
in African melodies despite the fact that the church is multiracial. As for
the pastor, he constantly delegates duties such that the mood of sharing is
upheld, and in his Sermons he tries to be as contextual as possible to reflect
the various needs of the worshipping congregation. This is the example
that was set by Christ when he delivered contextual Sermons that were
relevantly illustrated. Examples include, the use of the parable of the sower
24 This is very common in both the Catholic and the mainline churches in Kenya such as
Anglicans, Methodists, Lutherans, Reformed and the Presbyterian.
25 This is gathered out of participant observation-whenever I attend the particular church.
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to reflect the farming community (Mark 4:1-20), the Sermon on the lamp
on a stand (Mark 4:1-25) to challenge the hypocrisy of the religious leaders
of the day, the parable of the mustered seed (Mark 4:30-34) to reflect on
the doctrine of the Kingdom which was highly misunderstood by the
religiosity of the day.
In evaluating this sub-section on expressions of African hospitality in the
modern church, we need to underline the fact that there are a lot of needs to
be done if the Gospel in Africa will be authentic. We also need to appreciate
that the African church has the potential to convert itself into the African
church of Christ by letting Christ to direct her inculturation. By imitating
Christ, the Africa church, in the twenty first century, will remain contextual
hence relevant to the modern generation. The section therefore has opened
our mind to the reality that there is a lot to be done in our bid to inculturate
the Gospel of Christ in Sub-Saharan Africa.
Abuse of African hospitality through the ages
In this sub-section, we intend to show how both the internal forces and
external forces have in history, abused African hospitality. These forces
include slavery and slave trade, colonialism, neo-colonialism and corruption
amongst the African leadership after 1960s when most African countries
attained their constitutional independence.
In the early 20th century, the ordinary Japanese felt threatened by the impact
of Western countries on the Eastern countries. Joseph Kitagawa (1990:120)
quotes a popular song of the Diplomacy that articulates the concern,
In the West there is England,
In the North, Russia
My countrymen, be careful!
Outwardly they make treaties,
But you cannot tell
What is at the bottom of their hearts
There is a Law of Nations, it is true,
But when the true moment comes, remember
The strong eat up the weak.
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In the African context, a similar situation is expressed by George W. Carpenter
(1960:1) when he says, “The missionary came first. Then followed the trader.
Last came soldiers with guns to kill, conquer, divide, and rule. Missionaries
were the means by which White people lulled African to sleep while they
took away their land and freedom…” Even though we cannot blame the
early missionaries in total for the colonisation of Africa, as most of them
must have been genuine disseminaters of the truth of the Gospel, it is no
wonder, however that the proponents of colonialism must have exploited the
situation. However, carpenter’s view, above, graphically captures the situation
as pertains the coming of Europeans and the colonial expansion.
Following the Berlin conference of 1884/85, Africa was partitioned by
several Europeans powers whether the prospective subjects liked it or not.
In fact, a look at the map of Africa shows the boundaries of African countries
as they were drawn at this conference. Indeed, no African was present or
consulted when these boundaries were drawn. However, minor revisions
as with the case of Eritrea/Ethiopia border remain to this day. As Mugambi
(1995: xii) says, the names of the countries have changed considerably, for
Africans have renamed their countries (as with the case of Rhodesia which
is now Zimbabwe), towns, cities, rivers, and lakes after they became
republics. This renaming is important for it affirms the power of the human
being to name his or her environment. Certainly, the naming of Africa by
Europeans was not only an abuse of African hospitality but also it more
specifically showed that Africa had become an extension of Europe.
Kenyatta equates this partitioning/colonialism with the proverbial Kikuyu
elephant that asked the innocent owner of the house (The African) to allow
it to put its trunk inside his hut for it was raining. However, the man’s
hospitality was abused when the elephant insisted on putting the whole
body within the small hut. This ended up in breaking the whole hut. In
Kenyatta’s well-considered view, that is what the colonial settlers did with
the land of the Agikuyu people and Africa at large.26 This cunningness is
seen in the fact that the first few Europeans who, as Kenyatta says, passed
near the Kikuyu country looked harmless. They passed through along the
borderline of the country between the Kikuyu and the Maasai and between
the Wakamba and the Kikuyu. He goes on to explain that in their natural
generosity and hospitality, the Kikuyu welcomed these “wanderers” and
26 See Kenyatta 1938. Facing Mount Kenya (London: Heinemann)
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felt pity for them. As such, the Europeans were allowed to pitch their tents
and to have a temporary right of occupation of the land in the same category
as those of the Kikuyu Mûhoi (borrower or beggar) or Mûthoni (in Law)
who are given only cultivation or building rights; but cannot own the land
as it belongs to the locals. Accordingly, these Europeans were treated in
this way in the belief that one day they would get tired of wandering and
finally return to their own country.27
Thus, after the scramble for Africa that culminated in the Berlin Conference
of 1884/85, which partitioned Africa, Britain, Belgium, Portugal, Spain
and Germany divided Africa into segments according to their liking, thereby
creating spheres of influence (Mugambi 1995:81). Consequently, Africa
was brought into its current shape, with 54 countries with different foreign
languages i.e. some as francophone (French speaking countries), others as
Anglophone (English speakers), and others as German, Spain and Portugal
speakers, all the more confusing Africa. There was no deliberate attempt to
make Africa speak the same language the way the East African speaks
Swahili or the way the islands that make the United Kingdom speak one
language – English. Africa was divided in terms of different languages and
was easily ruled! Thus Africa, in a short while, more than ever before,
began to speak in tongues without an interpreter!
While colonialism brought many diverse ethnic groups together,
communities found themselves split at the centre after unfair, unrealistic
and artificial boundaries were agreed upon. An illustration, the Maasai found
themselves in Kenya and Tanzania, the Luo found themselves in Uganda,
Kenya and Sudan; the Somalis found themselves in Kenya, British
Somaliland, Italian Somaliland and French Somaliland; the Chewa found
themselves in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia; the Nguni found
themselves in South Africa, Swaziland and Zimbabwe and the list is long
(see Nthamburi 1991:39). To add an insult to an injury, the colonial powers
did not only subjugate communities by using excessive force, they imposed
their culture upon the people that were under their control. Now, in their
wars of “pacification”, many innocent people were wantonly massacred.
Thus as Nthamburi (1991:46) points out, a British colonel boasted that he
had killed 300 people in Embu, Kenya in 1935. The Nandi’s even suffered
a worse calamity because they seemed to be more “stubborn” than the rest.
27 See Jomo Kenyatta 1938. Facing Mount Kenya (London: Heinemann)
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Such gross abuse of African hospitality was experienced as the whole world
watched.28
The worst form of abuse of African hospitality and perhaps the greatest
tragedy to befall an African race besides HIV/AIDS is the slavery and the
slave trade. This came before colonization but its memories are ever
regrettable and painful in African history. Like in the case of colonialism,
the Arabs and the Europeans in unholy alliance first, cunningly, befriended
the Africans. Later, they enticed them to this trade. While it was witnessed
in other parts of the world, it differed in the scale and the brutality that
accompanied it in Africa, which was the worst, hit29. Ships shuttled between
Africa on the one hand, and Europe, America and the West Indies on the
other, carrying human cargo for over two hundred years. They were carried
in inhuman conditions such that they barely survived the trip. Some died
from starvation, some from the beatings while others were thrown to the
sharks in the seas and oceans if they were found to be too ill to deliver
economically (Mutugi 2001:37) As a result, we have many Africans outside
Africa- in the West Indies, the Caribbean Islands, Asia, Europe and America
most of whom do not know African culture. For after the Industrial
revolution in the eighteenth century where the machines were more
important than the human labour, the workers of the sugar plantations in
America and Caribbean Islands30 were of no use as they lacked the skill to
work in the industries!
After colonialism, the African nations found themselves vulnerable to the
outside influences. The Industrialised countries of the North began to
manipulate the economies of the third world countries (Nthamburi 1991:40).
An illustration on this: In every corner of Africa where one goes, whether
in Pietermaritzburg, Johannesburg, Pretoria, Nairobi, Blantyre, Lilongwe,
Lusaka, Harare, Accra, one will always find Coca-cola, General Motors,
Nestles, Firestone, Caltex and many others. These multinational corporations
have “spread their tentacles everywhere with the object of sucking the life-
blood from the already poor countries” (Nthamburi 1991:40). Most of these
28 There are many other sad effects of colonialism, for example, the infamous Soweto massacre
of South Africa where children were indiscriminately killed for protesting against inferior
education. Also, the imprisonment of Nelson Mandela for 27 years is fresh in our memory.
29 See J.NK Mugambi 1989. African Christian Theology: An introduction
30 See T. Adeyemo 1997.Is Africa Cursed? (Nairobi: C.LM.C) and T.E. Antony 1992. Are
Blacks Spiritually Inferior To Whites? (New Jersy: Renaissance Productions)
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multinationals have a monopoly of their products and a protected market;
thereby investing in areas where they maximise their profits and ensure
that they will be able “ to repatriate their profits”; though claming to provide
employment (Nthamburi 1991:40) despite paying meagre wages and not
salaries to the locals.31 It is interesting that this type of exploitation is done
in the full knowledge of the indigenous elite, some of whom are given
commissions, thereby allowing the plundering of their nation.32 In accepting
the abuse, of African hospitality in this form, it continues to impoverish
Africa all the more. In short, the natural resources of most of the fifty-four
countries that constitute Africa are foreign exploited and owned resulting
in the economies of these countries to be externally controlled.33 All this
amounts to neo-colonialism hence abuse of our hospitality.
The political leadership that came after 1960s has also abused African
hospitality. As Nthamburi (1991:41) notes, independent African states
cannot be exonerated from the contribution to the suffering of their peoples.
There are many examples to illustrate this: Uganda during the time of Idi
Amin was stained with blood; the civil war between Biafra and Nigeria,
reportedly left at least a million people dead (Mutugi 2001:133). Rwanda’s
genocide that pitied Hutus versus Tutsi tribes and civil war in Chad
reportedly left many people dead; the civil war between Southern and
Northern Sudan as well cannot be blamed on the foreigners abusing African
hospitality per se but Africans themselves have to carry their cross as well.
Coupled with dictatorial regimes that Africa has witnessed before the 1990s
when multiparty politics swept across Africa, we can rightly argue that
Africa has her own share of blame that she ought to rectify in line with the
ideals of Christ’s hospitality.34
Corruption, which simply means impairment of integrity or moral principle,
inducement to wrong by bribery or other unethical and unlawful means
(Okullu 1974:43), is another major abuse of African hospitality that has
31 This information is gathered partly through participant observation.
32 This is mainly from the Kenyan experience before December 30th, 2003 when the ruling
party KANU was voted out and ushered in a new crop of leadership under Mwai Kibaki of
National Rainbow Coalition
33 See T. Obandina, “Getting the measure of African poverty”, in Africa Today vol. 5 No.7,
July 1999 p.34.
34 Dictatorial regimes have been clearly experienced in Kenya, Malawi, Zambia, South
Africa, Uganda, Zimbabwe and other countries where freedom of expression was not
granted. And political detainees have been dying in police cells.
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been a dominant problem since the 1960s. Speaking from the Kenyan
context Bishop Githiga (2001:58) says that corruption is centred on “giving
and receiving money where money has been considered as a means to attain
any material benefits.”35 In traditional Africa, he further contends, it was
accepted as a norm to give tokens or tips to religious specialists like kings,
chiefs and medicine persons as genuine practice. This was because it was
considered fair to give these officers something considering that they were
under nobody’s payroll (see Mbiti 1969: 166-193). In the case of corruption,
as practised in Kenya, as we have already seen, it contradicts African
hospitality “that was freely extended to religious and community leaders
according to one’s ability” (Githiga 2001:58). As Olusegun Obasanjo, the
president of Nigeria pointed out, there are many differences between gifts
and bribes,
In the African concept of appreciation and hospitality, a gift is a token; it is
not demanded. The value is in the spirit of giving, not the material worth.
The gift is made in the open, never in secret. Where a gift is excessive it
becomes an embarrassment and is returned.36
Thus Obasanjo rightly rules out any justification of corruption as a way of
doing business in Africa. On the whole, corruption that has been practised
by some of our African governments since the 1960s always accelerates
crime, hurts investment, stalls growth in the society, bleeds the national
budget and it undermines our sovereignty as a nation when leaders ignore
merit and practise tribalism, nepotism and embezzle public funds.37 Such
theft from the nation is always theft from the weakest in the nation: the
poor, the old, the disabled, the sick, the children, and the newborn, which is
a sharp contrast to our African hospitality and Christ’s hospitality. All in
all, corruption does not provide a net profit rather; it distorts economic
development rewarding the most dishonest rather than the most competent.38
In concluding this subsection on the abuse of African hospitality through the
ages, we need therefore to underline the areas of abuse such as colonialism,
neo-colonialism, slavery and slave trade, bad governance, and corruption as
35 However, we need to appreciate that Kenyan is a reborn country after the successful
democratic elections on the 30th/12/2002.
36 See John Bray, “Business in Africa” vol. 7.No.3, June 1999 p.15
37 These have been experienced in Kenya. See also G.Githiga 2001. The Church as the
Bulwark against Authoritarianism (Oxford: Regnum) pp.40-117.
38 See G.Githiga 2001. The church as the Bulwark against Authoritarianism pp.40-117.
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just an introduction to the challenge of African hospitality in history from the
earlier times. This is because; it is not possible to exhaust the possible areas
of abuse within the given time and space – which is limited. Our study
appreciates that the effect of the ancient intertribal wars amongst the Africans
and in particular the infamous Shaka – the Zulu Wars in the 19th century will
need further review as abuse or strength of African hospitality. However, we
have paid special attention to the abuse that is inflicted from the outside
because the internal abuse is not too damaging as with the external abuse.
Modern Challenges to the African Hospitality
Modern economic pressures, oriented society, technology, materialism and
the urbanization in Africa growing individualism, religions fundamentalism,
secularism, permissiveness, and science threaten African hospitality (see
Healey and Sybertz 1996:196). In African cities, pressures of work and a
task-oriented life-style, including the growing “time is money” reality is
increasing. These pressures of time and work are winning out over the
African traditions of personal relationships (Mutugi 2001:47). The increase
of “don’t care attitude” is, unfortunately working down over African
hospitality (ibid.). Thus in this permissive atmosphere, one may find young
people who do not respect the cultural norms and even the law of the land.
They tend to say, ”this thing is good because it pleases me.” As a result,
vices such as, marriage breakages, abortion, rise in crime rate, premarital
sex, irreligiosity, irresponsible parenthood, increase in street children among
others is becoming a common trend in our modern towns and cities.39
My interview with Mr Julius Gatimû Kabûrû shows that with capitalism as
the way of doing business in Africa, the desire for profit is too overwhelming
that it is killing our hospitality.40 Due to the growing individualism, that is
“the me and my immediate family and me” concept, it is no wonder that
people are putting “Beware, fierce dogs can attack you” posters even when
there are no dogs that can bite somebody in the particular compound. This
is a way of keeping visitors away due to the modern tendency, which keeps
people away from homes so as to attend other business outside. Sometimes
they do it for the purpose of security as the rate of crime has increased with
the so-called “modernity” (see Healey and Sybertz 1996:197).
39 This information is gathered through participant observation.
40 Interview with Julius Gatimû Kabûrû 9th November 1998.
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In rural Africa, almost everyone knows who lives in the next village.41 In
other words, whether people in the rural areas are related to each other or
not, every one naturally knows his/ her neighbours. Unfortunately, this is
not the case in the urban areas. In the cities, people live in such a way that
neighbours do not know each other well enough.42 They tend to lock
everyone out and lock themselves instead. In some neighbourhoods people
are forced to meet each other periodically for some welfare and security
matters. Others get to meet only when some disaster or misfortune occurs.
Fortunately enough, there are those who go out of their way to reach out to
their neighbours with the claims of the gospel as the witnesses of Christ
unlike in Britain where it is a taboo to speak the word of God – through
preaching in public (Holloway 1989:37). In any case, if we truly believe,
God will grant us the spirit of discernment, who will help us to differentiate
between evil and genuine strangers whether we are in the villages or in
urban areas. One cannot therefore ignore St. Paul when he rightly says,
“Love does not do harm to its neighbour. Therefore love is the fulfilment
of the law” (Romans 13:10).
Conclusion
This paper has sought to revisit the concept of hospitality in the African
heritage. By so doing, it has attempted to show the social - religious
manifestation of African hospitality. That is, it has sought to expound on
how hospitality manifests itself in the religious domain whereby it is linked
to the ancestors or the living dead. For acts of inhospitality embarrass the
ancestors as much as they embarrass the living.
The paper has also sought to further develop the social manifestation of
African hospitality, which is expressed through dancing, drama and singing,
which are “perceived as hospitable activities in that they bind the community
together”(Moila 2002a:3). Singing and dancing are seen as some of the
social activities that tend to minimize tensions within the African community
(Thorpe 1991:116). In the economic domain, the paper has sought to show
how Africans from time immemorial have co-operated in works such as
agricultural activities, building and repair of houses, land cultivation and
clearance of bushy areas, hunting, fishing, among other areas (Kenyatta
41 This information is gathered through participatory observation in most parts of Kenya
42 Interview with Julius Gatimu Kaburu 9th November 1998.
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1938:42; Moila 2002a: 4; Obengo 1997:53). It thereby shows that African
hospitality heavily relies on industry for its sustenance thereby adopting
hard work as opposed to laziness, which even the Bible condemns (2
Thessalonians 3:10).
The paper has also expounded on the general features of African hospitality
such as welcoming, warm handshakes, exchange of greetings, communal
involvement, emphasis on respect, emphasis on honesty and sincerity in
all dealings, the symbolism of food, interdependence, symbols, expressions
of hospitality in African church today, abuse and the modern challenges. In
addressing the abuse and challenges, the paper has sought to draw a line
between the two by addressing abuse of African hospitality mainly from a
historical perspective while letting the challenges to focus mainly on the
day-to-day happenings.
In so doing, the paper has become a re-visitation of African hospitality
because it is premised on the fact that the concept is so much part of the
African personality such that it agrees with Oduyoye (2001:94) who sees
hospitality as inherently African. And as a concept that like African religion
permeates all spheres of life (Mbiti 1969: 1f), the better thing is to revisit it
because we are writing and researching within it. We eat and drink within
it. We socialise and worship within it and therefore we can better revisit the
concept because it has already been with us and so, all we need is to re-
focus our attention on ourselves-our lives, the lives of our fore parents and
relate it with the present time when the gospel of Christ is calling the tune
from every corner of Africa
In this paper, we have noted that African hospitality is compatible with
Christ’s hospitality. This is evidenced by the fact that there are some
expressions of African hospitality that have been incorporated into the
modern church, especially as seen in the many examples of East African
churches. This includes the way the East African Christian Revival
Movement conducts her fellowships as truly African and as truly Christian
without compromising any of the two. It is also evidenced by the emphasis
on virtues such as honesty, justice, truth, goodness, love, care and respect.
These virtues are fully in Christ’s hospitality as well as in African hospitality.
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Did Jesus Teach about
Wisdom and Kamma?
A Critical Analysis of a
Buddhist Bible Interpretation*
Kari Storstein Haug
Did Jesus teach about wisdom and Kamma?1 Yes, says Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu,
a famous Thai monk, on the basis of a reading of selected passages from
the Gospels: ”In the New Testament there are many points in agreement
with Buddhism or the Tripiþaka which account for the Buddhist attitude
towards Christianity; namely that the latter is a religion of action and of
self-help based on wisdom, and not a religion based on mere faith as is
generally understood.”2
Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu (1906-1993) is regarded as one of the most important
interpreters of Buddhism in modern Thailand.3 His aim was to show the
* This article is an expanded and revised version of a paper, titled ”Christianity as a Religion
of Wisdom and Kamma: A Thai Buddhist Interpretation of Selected Passages from the
Gospels”, read at Society of Biblical Literature (SBL) International Meeting, June 26 -
July 1, 2005 in Singapore. A summary of the paper read at the conference will be published
in The Council of Societies for the Study of Religion (CSSR) Bulletin in its April 2006
issue.
1 The concepts of Wisdom, Kamma and The law of Kamma are shortly introduced in note 9.
The word Kamma is usually not translated when referred to in scholarly discussion, so
therefore I will use the word as it is in my further presentation. Hereafter, I will also use
the word without italics and capital letter. The reason that I use the word ”kamma” instead
of ”karma”, which may be more familiar in the West, is that Buddhism in Thailand is part
of the Theravada school and thus uses the Pali canon of Tripitaka (the Buddhist Scriptures).
The word kamma comes from Pali, while karma is Sanskrit.
2 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and Buddhism, trans. Venerable Punno et al., Sinclaire
Thompson Memorial Lecture, Fifth Series (Bangkok: Sublime Life Mission, 1967). 59.
3 In his survey article ”Buddhist Studies in Thailand” Somparn Promta characterises
Buddhadâsa as one of the three most influential Buddhist scholars in Thailand, and one of
the two ”most outstanding interpreters of Buddhism in Thailand over the past twenty-five
years”. Somparn Promta, ”Buddhist Studies in Thailand,” in The State of Buddhist Studies
in the World 1972-1997, ed. Donald K. Swearer and Somparn Promta (Bangkok: Center
for Buddhist Studies Chulalongkorn University, 2000). 21.
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relevance of Buddhism for a modern time and a modern society, and he
consequently interpreted Thai Buddhist tradition in new ways, both in terms
of soteriology and ethics.4 He was equally concerned with how religion
could be a tool for peace and harmony, and therefore engaged in dialogue
with people of other faiths, including Christianity. According to Buddhadâsa,
there are many misunderstandings among people concerning religious
beliefs and the relationship between religions. His own experience was
that many Westerners, with Christian background, visited his temple (Suan
Mokh, Surat Thani) in the South of Thailand and wished to become
Buddhists. It was, however, Buddhadâsa’s opinion that this change of
religion would not have been necessary if Christian leaders had read the
Bible with insight and imparted the deeper message of Christianity, namely
that Christianity, like Buddhism, is a religion of wisdom and kamma.5
In February 1967 Buddhadâsa was invited to give the fifth Sinclaire
Thompson Memorial Lecture at Thailand Theological Seminary in Chiang
Mai. He gave three lectures, all concerning the comparison of Christianity
with Buddhism. These were later translated into English and published as a
booklet titled Christianity and Buddhism.6 These lectures present
Buddhadâsa’s own understanding of Christianity, and compare it with
Buddhist beliefs. In his comparison, Buddhadâsa’s starting point is that
from a Buddhist viewpoint he regards Christian teaching as being in
agreement with Buddhism. In order to prove this, he chooses to start with a
comparison between Christianity and Buddhism with regard to the point
where, according to Buddhadâsa, the two religions differ the most. That is
”whether Christianity teaches self-help or relies on external help rendered
by anybody else.”7
According to Buddhadâsa, Buddhism is a typical self-help religion, while
Christianity normally is presented as a religion where humans cannot help
themselves, but depend on external help, that is, a God that can help and
save them. But, argues Buddhadâsa, this stress on faith and dependence on
4 Peter A. Jackson, Buddhadâsa: Theravada Buddhism and Modernist Reform in Thailand,
2nd ed. (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2003). 33-36. Jackson’s book is a good introduction
to Buddhadâsa’s main teachings.
5 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu. 48-49.
6 Ibid. The three lectures are titled: ”Mutual Understanding of Each Other’s Religion”;
”Father, Son and Holy Spirit”; and ”Redemption and Consummation”.
7 Ibid. 31.
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a God is an expression for a very superficial understanding of Christianity.8
In his lectures about Christianity and Buddhism, he therefore analyses texts
from the Gospels in order to demonstrate that Jesus’ teaching is in accordance
with Buddhists teaching on wisdom and kamma. And, based on a study of
the Bible, he argues, ”Christianity like Buddhism, is a religion of Wisdom
and Kamma”.9 When comparing Christianity with Buddhism, Buddhadâsa
is eager to stress that the points to be compared must first and foremost be
taken from the textual sources of the respective religions, i.e. the Bible and
Tripiþaka, as the traditional teachings, commentaries and so forth may have
distorted or changed the true message.10 Within the Bible and Tripiþaka,
however, not all texts should be considered as equally authentic. The
hermeneutical key for selecting passages to study seems to be that which
can ”guide man on his way to emancipation”; and with regard to Christianity,
Buddhadâsa contends that such kind of teaching is contained in Jesus’ own
teachings in the Gospels.11 Consequently, the Old Testament for example,
needs not to be of interest except for religious specialists.12
In this article I will critically analyse examples of Buddhadâsa’s inter-
pretation of selected Gospel passages, in order to explore how he reaches
8 Ibid. 31-38.
9 Ibid. 38. Wisdom in this context mainly means freethinking, observation and reasoning,
see ibid. 36. Kamma means intentional action or activity, broadly understood as including
mental activity. All human intentional activity and behaviour are therefore kamma. These
actions are governed by the law of kamma, which is considered as a basic law of nature.
The law of kamma states that the basic relationship between act and consequences is a
cause and effect relationship. This means that every action has a corresponding effect or
consequence. The effect is not determined by a god or by society, but comes naturally
from the act or action. Furthermore, the relationship between act and consequence is not
arbitrary; the effect corresponds with the act. From this follows that each individual is
responsible for its own kamma and the results that kamma leads to. It is also only the
individual man or woman that can act in such a way that he or she does not longer come
under the law of kamma, but becomes enlightened. This type of kamma that leads to
enlightenment, Buddhadâsa calls the highest form of kamma, or kamma over kamma. See
for example Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Buddha-Dhamma for Students, trans. Roderick S.
Bucknell, 2nd. ed. (Bangkok: Vuddhidhamma Fund, 1988). 24-27.
10 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and Buddhism. 22.
11 Ibid. 26-28. Within the Buddhist scriptures Buddha’s teaching about the Noble Eightfold
path is considered sufficient in giving knowledge about how to practice to reach
enlightenment.
12 Buddhadâsa states: ”My personal opinion is that Christians in the days of Jesus could
practise according to the teaching of Christ to gain the highest Fruits without caring for the
lengthy Old Testament.” Ibid. 26.
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his conclusion that Jesus teaches about wisdom and kamma. The structure
of the paper is as follows. First, I introduce shortly Buddhadâsa’s theory of
”two-languages”. The theory is crucial to his reinterpretations of Buddhist
scriptures, but also, in my opinion, central to his interpretation of biblical
texts.13 Second, I present and analyse Buddhadâsa’s Bible interpretation,
or, to be more precise, his New Testament or Gospel interpretation. Third,
I analyse in more detail the main presuppositions that makes his inter-
pretation possible, before I conclude with a critical assessment of it.
The ”Two-Language” Theory – A Short Presentation
Buddhadâsa states that there exist two kinds of language, which relate to
two different forms of experience and knowledge. He names the languages
”Everyday language” and ”Dhamma language”, giving the following
definition: ”Everyday language is worldly language, the language of people
who do not know Dhamma. Dhamma language is the language spoken by
people who have gained a deep insight into the Truth, into Dhamma.”14
13 Scholars studying Buddhadâsa generally note the importance of the ”two-language”
theory to Buddhadâsa’s interpretation of Buddhism. See for example the discussion in
Donald K. Swearer, ”Buddha, Buddhism and Bhikku Buddhadasa,” in
Radical Conservatism: Buddhism in the Contemporary World. Articles in Honour of Bhikkhu
Buddhadasa’s 84th Birthday Anniversary, ed. Sulak Sivaraksa, Pracha Hutanuvatra, and
Nicholas P. Kholer (Bangkok: Thai Inter-Religious Commission for Development and
International Network of Engaged Buddhists, 1990). Pataraporn Sirikanchana, ”Buddhadasa
Bhikkhu and the Buddhist Hermeneutics,” in Radical Conservatism: Buddhism in the
Contemporary World. Articles in Honour of Bhikkhu Buddhadasa’s 84th Birthday
Anniversary, ed. Sulak Sivaraksa, Pracha Hutanuvatra, and Nicholas P. Kholer (Bangkok:
Thai Inter-Religious Commission for Development and International Network of Engaged
Buddhists, 1990). Jackson. 69-99. Two articles that especially comment on the importance
of the theory in relation to Buddhadasa’s dialogue with Christianity are: Santikaro Bhikkhu,
”Jesus and Christianity in the Life and Work of Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu,” in Buddhist
Perceptions of Jesus: Papers of the Third Conference of the European Network of Buddhist-
Christian Studies (St.Ottilien 1999), ed. Perry  Schmidt-Leukel, Thomas Josef Götz, and
Gerhard Köberlin (St. Ottilien: EOS-Verlag, 2001). Donald K. Swearer,
Dialogue: The Key to Understanding Other Religions, ed. Howard Clark Kee, Biblical
Perspectives on Current Issues (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: The Westminster Press, 1977).
14 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Two Kinds of Language: Everyday Language & Dhamma
Language,” in Key to Natural Truth, ed. Santikaro Bhikkhu (Bangkok: The Dhamma Study
& Practice Group, 1988). 15. ”Everyday language” is a translation of the Thai expression
phasaa khon”. ”Phasaa” denotes ”language”, while ”khon” is the common word for
”(ordinary) people”. ”Dhamma language” is a translation of ”phasaa thamm”. ”Thamm”
is the Thai rendering of the Pali word ”Dhamma” (”Dharma” in Sanskrit). Dhamma has...
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Even though Buddhadâsa stresses that these are two kinds of language,
two modes of speaking, these are not different languages in a linguistic
sense. In terms of words and sentence structure they are identical.15 The
difference lies in the level of insight the user of the language has, and the
intended referents of the language. Dhamma language and Everyday
language are consequently not two different languages, but two different
levels of the same language, where Dhamma language represents a higher
understanding than Everyday language.16
The referent of Everyday language is the physical, material world, whereas
Dhamma language is based upon and refers to the non-physical, mental
world.17 Everyday language is the language spoken in the daily life, based
on sense experience, used about mundane affairs. Dhamma language is a
spiritual language, penetrating beyond the literal meaning to the profound
spiritual truth and meaning hidden within all things (Dhamma).18 The two
languages thus refer to different matters. Consequently, in order to master
both languages, knowledge about, and insight into, both the physical and
non-physical world is needed. All people master Everyday language, but
Buddhadâsa stresses that not all understand and speak Dhamma language,
because it requires insight into the mental world and thus Dhamma.19
...a wide range of meaning and is usually left not translated, and I follow that practice. In
the following presentation in this article, the word will not be marked by italics. In the
quote by Buddhadâsa we see that he equates it with the word ”truth”, which is one of the
most common words used to render Dhamma if it is translated into English. According to
Buddhadâsa, Dhamma in general has four aspects. That is: Dhamma as the nature of things,
Dhamma as the law of nature, Dhamma as duty performed according to the law of nature,
and Dhamma as fruits of practice, or of realization. See for example Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu,
Christianity and Buddhism. 67-69. See also the discussion of Dhamma in Buddhadâsa
Bhikkhu, ”Two Kinds of Language: Everyday Language & Dhamma Language.” 20-21.
15 See Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Two Kinds of Language: Everyday Language & Dhamma
Language.”, where the main body of the speech is an interpretation of single words in
terms of their meaning both in Everyday language and Dhamma language. I give some
examples in the last main section in this article.
16 Ibid. 47, 50.
17 Ibid. 16.
18 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Looking Within,” in Key to Natural Truth, ed. Santikaro Bhikkhu
(Bangkok: The Dhamma Study & Practice Group, 1988). 70.
19 How, according to Buddhadâsa, this insight can be acquired is discussed later in the
article under the sub-heading ”An interpreter with insight is needed”.
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Presentation and Analysis of Buddhadâsa’s
Bible interpretation
The interpretation of selected Bible passages concerning Christianity
as a religion of kamma
Buddhadâsa discusses 16 verses or passages in relation to the question of
Christianity as a religion of kamma. With the exception of two passages,
which are from the Gospel of John, all the references are taken from the
Gospel of Matthew. 20 I will here present his discussion of some of them,
choosing examples, which ensure that all the main points he makes in his
argumentation are presented.
John 6:68: ”…thou hast the words of eternal life.”
The main point that Buddhadâsa stresses in connection with this verse is
that in order to receive eternal life, a life of practice in accordance with
Jesus’ teaching is the decisive factor. It is not possible to gain eternal life
20 Buddhadâsa discusses the following texts. Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and
Buddhism. 39-46. The texts are cited like he does in his discussion, including the italics or
lack thereof. In the bread text, however, I will mark all the Bible citations with italics.
John 6:68: ”…thou hast the words of eternal life.”; John 6:63: ”It is the Spirit that
quickeneth, the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and
they are life.”;  Matt 21:21: ”…if only you have faith and have no doubts…you need only
to say to this mountain, ‘be lifted from your place and hurled into the sea, and what you
say will be done.”; Matt 17:20: ”…if you have faith no bigger than a mustard-seed, you
will say to this mountain, ‘move from here to there’, and it will move; nothing will prove
impossible for you.”; Matt 14:32: The story of Jesus catching hold of Peter, saving him
from sinking in the lake, and blaming Peter for having little faith; Matt 6:14-15: ”For if
you forgive other (sic) the wrongs they have done, your heavenly Father will also forgive
you…”; Matt 7:18-20: Buddhadâsa does not cite from this parable about a tree and its
fruits, but sums up what he regards as the parable’s main message, namely that ”a person
is recognized as good or bad by his actions” Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and
Buddhism. 42; Matt 6:33: ”Set your mind on God’s kingdom and his justice before everything
else, and all the rest will come to you as well.”; Matt 7:2: ”…and whatever measure you
deal out to others will be dealt back to you.”; Matt 7:12: ”Always treat others as you
would like them to treat you.”; Matt 7:7: ”Ask, and you will receive; seek and you will
find; knock, and the door will be opened…”; Matt 11:29: ”Bend your necks to my yoke…”;
Matt 12:33: ”Either make the true (sic) good and its fruit good, or make the true (sic) bad
and its fruit bad.”; Matt 12:50: ”Here are my mother and my brothers. Whoever does the
will of my heavenly father is my brother, my sister, my mother.”; Matt 18:35: ”And that is
how my heavenly Father will deal with you, unless you each forgive your brother from
your hearts.”; Matt 19:17: ”…but if you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.”
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through faith alone.21 His argument goes as follows: The concept ”eternal
life” has to be understood and interpreted as Dhamma language. This means
that ultimately it concerns the question of truth, and as a consequence it
cannot be understood by faith alone. Buddhadâsa supports his argument by
using Peter as an example. Even though Peter was an uneducated man, his
wisdom is demonstrated by the fact that he renounced his former
meaningless life and chose a different way. It was this wisdom that enabled
him to understand eternal life.22
Matt 21:21: ”…if only you have faith and have no doubts…you need only
to say to this mountain, ‘be lifted from your place and hurled into the sea,
and what you say will be done.”
Matt 17:20: ”…if you have faith no bigger than a mustard-seed, you will
say to this mountain, ‘move from here to there’, and it will move; nothing
will prove impossible for you.”
Buddhadâsa uses these passages to argue for the following: ”What is generally
known as faith, does in fact imply a concentrated mind which results from
activity with clear comprehension and earnest aspirations for something
higher.” And he therefore concludes that a religion based on this teaching is
not a religion of faith, but rather ”a system of action to be practised with the
highest wisdom concerning God.”23 His argument in relation to these Gospel
passages is based on the understanding that the word ”mountain” must be
interpreted as Dhamma language, meaning ”selfishness”.24 The meaning of
”moving mountains” is thus to ”get rid of selfishness”. Faith must then be
interpreted accordingly, as that which makes it possible to free oneself of
selfishness, namely a concentrated mind, not blind faith or a faith believing
just because some authority instructs one to do so.25
21 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and Buddhism. 39.
22 Ibid. 39.
23 Ibid. 41.
24 The expression used by Buddhadâsa here is not ”interpreted in Dhamma language”, but
”interpreted in the Buddhist way”. In my understanding, however, this means that
Buddhadâsa understands the expression as Dhamma language, but expresses it in Buddhist
terms. Cf his statement in Ibid. 7: ”Buddhists can accept all passages of Christianity as in
agreement with the Buddha’s teaching if they are allowed to interpret the language of
Dhamma in the Bible in their own terms.”
25 Ibid. 41.
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Matt 6:14-15: ”For if you forgive other (sic) the wrongs they have done,
your heavenly Father will also forgive you…”
The point that Buddhadâsa stresses concerning these verses is similar to
his argument above. He states that in order to attain emancipation, faith
and prayer are not sufficient. The main idea in these verses is namely that
action (forgive others) is essential in order to be free from wrong. One’s
own action comes first; God, or kamma, must then respond accordingly.
”God helps those who help themselves.”26
Matt 6:33: ”Set your mind on God’s kingdom and his justice before
everything else, and all the rest will come to you as well.”
The stress in this verse, according to Buddhadâsa, is on kamma or action
on its highest level, which is characterised by complete cessation of
suffering. His argument goes as follows: On the surface it may look as if
this verse says that faith is needed first, and that everything then will come
to you; but interpreted in the Buddhist way, as Dhamma language, the
meaning is different. In Dhamma language to ”set your mind on God’s
kingdom” means to be free of all attachments and to give all things back to
God or Dhamma. The result is freedom and no suffering.27
Matt 7:2: ”…and whatever measure you deal out to others will be dealt
back to you.”
This verse expresses the law of kamma, according to Buddhadâsa. Also
here does the two-language theory plays an important role in his
interpretation. Buddhadâsa argues that there is someone who deals ”back
to you”, and this someone has to be understood according to the language
of Dhamma as God, interpreted as the law of kamma.28
To sum up the main point made by Buddhadâsa in his discussion of
Christianity as a religion of kamma, we note that he stresses the following
points: First he argues that none of the verses speak of faith, in the sense of
blind acceptance, but either of faith as understanding based on actions, or
as action itself. Faith as blind acceptance is thus an interpretation in terms
of Everyday language, while in Dhamma language faith corresponds to an
understanding based on action (kamma) or action itself. Secondly,
26 Ibid. 41-42.
27 Ibid. 42-43.
28 Ibid. 44.
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Buddhadâsa makes the point that in the verses discussed, God has the same
role as the law of kamma; this supports his understanding that, in the
language of Dhamma, God and the law of kamma are the same thing, or
reflect the same reality. Finally, he finds in one of the texts a stress on
action on such a high level that it leads to enlightenment, which corresponds
to kamma on its highest level.
The interpretation of selected Bible passages concerning Christianity
as a religion of wisdom
After discussing whether Christianity can be understood as a religion of
kamma, Buddhadâsa continues his comparison of Buddhism and Christianity
by discussing whether or not Christianity can also be understood as a religion
of wisdom. Here he refers to 9 passages from the Gospel of Matthew.29 I
will present his discussion of seven of them.
Matt 13:23: ”But the seed that fall (sic) into good soil is the man who
hears the word and understands it, who accordingly bears fruit, and yields
a hundredfold, it may be, sixtyfold or thirtyfold.”
29 Ibid. 47-52. Buddhadâsa discusses the following texts, which are quoted like he does in
his discussion including the italics or lack thereof. In the bread text, however, I will mark
all the citations with italics. Matt 18:7: ”Woe to the world for the temptation to sin,” or in
some editions, ”Alas for the world that such cause of stumbling arise…”; Matt 13:23: ”But
the seed that fall (sic) into good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it, who
accordingly bears fruit, and yields a hundredfold, it may be, sixtyfold or thirtyfold.”; Matt
13:20-21: ”The seed sown on rocky ground stands for the man who on hearing the word,
accepts it at once with joy; but as it strikes no root in him he has no staying-power, and
when there is trouble or persecution on account of the word he falls away at once.”; Matt
7:4-5: ”…or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye’, when
all the time there is that plank in your own? You hypocrite. First take the plank out of your
own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s.”; Matt 12:13:
”…So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”; Matt 12:6,8: ”I tell you, there is something
greater than the temple here…For the Son of man is sovereign over the Sabbath.”; Matt
15:1-2,11: ”Why do your disciples break the old established tradition? They do not wash
their hands before meals…A man is not defiled by what goes into his mouth, but what
comes out of it.”; Matt 15:18-20: ”… But what comes out of the mouth has it origins in the
heart; and that is what defiles a man. Wicked thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft,
perjury, slander, these all proceed from the heart; and these are the things that defile a
man; but to eat without first washing his hands, that cannot defile him.”; Matt 12:50: This
verse is not quoted, just paraphrased: ”To him (Jesus) whoever does the will of his heavenly
Father is his brother, his sister, his mother.”
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Matt 13:20-21: ”The seed sown on rocky ground stands for the man who on
hearing the word, accepts it at once with joy; but as it strikes no root in him
he has no staying-power, and when there is trouble or persecution on account
of the word he falls away at once.”
Buddhadâsa’s argues that the main point expressed in these two passages is
that Jesus wants followers that have wisdom rather than faith. That is followers
who understand the message they hear, and do not just believe it, without
understanding.30 The way Buddhadâsa argues for this point is as follows: He
takes as his point of departure the sentence in verse 23 ”…who hears the
word and understands…” and rephrases the meaning from a Buddhist
perspective: ”Jesus wants a follower who understands the word he hears and
not just believes what he hears”.31 He is obviously interpreting this out of a
presupposition that there is a contrast between understanding and believing.
Furthermore he argues that verses 20-21 give the reason why Jesus wants
such kind of followers. That is because the ones who understand stay firm,
but the ones who just believe are easily uprooted from, or shaken in, their
belief. We then see that these verses are interpreted on the basis of the same
contrast between believing and understanding as in verse 23.32
Matt 7:4-5: ”…or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck
out of your eye’, when all the time there is that plank in your own? You
hypocrite. First take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see
clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s.”
Also when commenting on this verse Buddhadâsa argues that Jesus stresses
wisdom rather than faith. Buddhadâsa compares this verse to two verses in
Dhammapada (Attavagga 2-3) and interprets the Gospel passage through
the Dhammapada text. This text stresses that an instructor should ”be
established in the virtues in which one is going to instruct others”, which
means that the instructor must instruct himself first.33 In light of the
comparison, Buddhadâsa concludes that the removal of the plank in Jesus’
parable involves wisdom rather than faith.
30 At this point in his discussion Buddhadâsa argues that even though Christianity obviously
is a religion of wisdom, the leaders representing Christianity only talk about faith, with the
result that many people abandon Christianity. He has personally spoken with people that
have left Christianity and say that: ”I have spoken with them and feel that had not too
much undue stress been laid on faith such a situation would not have arisen.” Ibid. 48-49.
31 Ibid. 48.
32 Ibid. 48.
33 Ibid. 49.
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Matt 12:13: ”…So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”
Matt 12:6,8: ”I tell you, there is something greater than the temple here…For
the Son of man is sovereign over the Sabbath.”
The main point stressed by Buddhadâsa here is that like Buddha, Jesus is a
freethinker, who is not confined by traditional belief, but thinks for himself.34
Matt 15:18-20: ”… But what comes out of the mouth has it origins in the
heart; and that is what defiles a man. Wicked thoughts, murder, adultery,
fornication, theft, perjury, slander, these all proceed from the heart; and
these are the things that defile a man; but to eat without first washing his
hands, that cannot defile him.”
Buddhadâsa interprets this passage as expressing a rejection of superstitious
and ritualistic practices; a similar rejection is found in Buddhism.35
Matt 12:50: This verse is not quoted, only paraphrased: ”To him (Jesus)
whoever does the will of his heavenly Father is his brother, his sister, his
mother.”
Buddhadâsa argues that Jesus did not regard the idea of family, as understood
in Everyday language, as important. Because by referring to ”whoever does
the will of his heavenly Father” as family, Jesus obviously has gone beyond
a common understanding of family. Buddhadâsa then goes on to interpret
Jesus’ statement in line with Buddhist understanding of holy men, who
renounce family and lead ”a life characterized by living with wisdom on
the highest level.”36
Buddhadâsa concludes that Christianity, like Buddhism, is a religion of
wisdom, since in his reading of the Bible he finds the following points
expressed. First, he finds that the passages stress wisdom and understanding
rather than faith, which is equally the way of Buddhism. The second point of
similarities is that biblical texts, like texts from Tripiþaka, stress the freedom
to think and reason freely, without being dependent on tradition. Thirdly,
another important point, which implies that even Christianity is a religion of
wisdom, is that rituals and superstitious practices are not encouraged. Finally,
there are also texts in the Bible stressing the value of a life as a holy man
renouncing traditional family life in order to search wisdom.
34 Ibid. 50-51.
35 Ibid. 51.
36 Ibid. 51-52.
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Based on his biblical reading, Buddhadâsa therefore concludes that
Christianity like Buddhism is a religion of wisdom and kamma: ”In the
New Testament there are many points in agreement with Buddhism or the
Tripiþaka which account for the Buddhist attitude towards Christianity;
namely that the latter is a religion of action and of self-help based on wisdom,
and not a religion based on mere faith as is generally understood.”37
The role of the ”two-language” theory in Buddhadâsa’s Bible interpretation
When examining Buddhadâsa’s Bible reading it becomes clear that his ”two-
language” theory is crucial to his interpretation. This can be seen most clearly
in his discussion of Christianity as a religion of kamma. In his interpretation
of faith understood as based on action, or as action itself, Buddhadâsa’s use
of the theory is his main hermeneutical approach. In relation to John 6:68,
for example, he states that ”eternal life” is to be interpreted as Dhamma
language. Since Dhamma language is referring to the mental world and used
when speaking about ultimate truth, ”eternal life” is consequently interpreted
as concerning ultimate truth. This fact established, it functions as a
hermeneutical key to understand the whole passage. As Dhamma can only
be comprehended by looking within or gaining insight through practice,
Buddhadâsa infers that in order to gain eternal life, practice and understanding
are needed, not faith. The same way of arguing is used concerning Matt
21:21 and 17:20. Here ”mountain” is said to be Dhamma language, denoting
”selfishness”. To move a mountain is therefore to be understood as getting
rid of selfishness. Since this is an important point related to the understanding
of ultimate truth, a concentrated mind is needed to attain the right
understanding. The concept ”faith” in these passages is consequently
interpreted in light of this as ”a concentrated mind”. The two-language theory
is thus used to explain the difference between believing and understanding,
faith and wisdom. Faith is interpreted in Everyday language as blind belief in
authority, whereas in Dhamma language it denotes understanding. Likewise,
in the passages that Buddhadâsa interprets as referring to the law of kamma
(for example Matt 7:2), the key to interpret the passages is the language of
Dhamma. According to his interpretation God plays the same role or has the
same function as the law of kamma. Buddhadâsa therefore concludes that
this is because in the language of Dhamma, both concepts refer back to the
same reality and are thus identical.
37 Ibid. 59.
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In the argumentation in support of Christianity as a religion of wisdom, the
”two-language” theory is not so explicitly used as in the discussion of
Christianity as a religion of kamma. In my opinion, however, the basic
premises of the theory function as the backbone of Buddhadâsa’s argument.
First, we have seen that in the reading of, for example Matt 13: 20-21, 23,
he presupposes the same contrast between faith and wisdom as we noted in
the discussion of kamma in Christianity. This contrast is in Buddhadâsa’s
view related to a contrast between speaking and understanding Everyday
language and Dhamma language. Further, in the discussion of Matt 7:4-5,
Buddhadâsa compares Dhammapada and the Bible, in order to interpret
the verse from Matthew. This approach is, as I see it, dependent on some
important presuppositions for his ”two-language” theory, namely on his
understanding that truth is one and reflected in both the Bible and Tripiþaka.
Along the same lines, he also compares Jesus and Buddha in the discussion
of Matt 12:6,8,13. This comparison is based on the understanding of both
Buddha and Jesus as apostles of truth, and made possible by the main
premise for the interpretation of Dhamma language, namely that truth is
one. (See subsequent discussion under the heading: ”Analysis of the
hermeneutical presuppositions of Buddhadâsa’s Bible interpretation”).
We have now seen that the ”two-language” theory functions as the main
hermeneutical key in Buddhadâsa’s Bible interpretation in relation to his
discussion of Christianity as a religion of wisdom and kamma. In the next
main section I will analyse in more detail the hermeneutical presuppositions
of the theory, as Buddhadâsa has used it in Bible interpretation. Before that,
however, the question of criteria for interpretation needs to be addressed.
Criteria for interpretation
The presentation above raises both the question of what kinds of criteria
one must use in order to attain a right interpretation of Dhamma language,
and the criteria for distinguishing between words or passages, which are to
be interpreted as Everyday language, Dhamma language, or both.
To take the last question first: How may one make an appropriate distinction
between Everyday language and Dhamma language? According to my
knowledge, Buddhadâsa does not discuss this issue explicitly. But as we
have already seen, he argues that the referents of Everyday language and
68 Kari Storstein Haug
Dhamma language differ. Therefore it may be inferred that by looking at
the referents it can be decided whether to interpret the word or text in
question as representing Everyday language or Dhamma language. In
Buddhadâsa’s discussion of some of the examples above he seems to be
doing this, and he uses the context to decide whether the referent is the
material or the spiritual/mental world. From my point of view, the problem
with this, however, is that as Buddhadâsa emphasises that the insight of the
interpreter is crucial for understanding Dhamma language, this criterion is
therefore dependent on a person knowledgeable in Dhamma language to
function. I will come back to this issue further down.
It is, however, possible to delineate a couple of other criteria from some
of his writings. First, in his lecture ”Two Kinds of Language”, Buddhadâsa
gives quite a few examples of how different words have possible meanings
both in Everyday language and Dhamma language. At one point in this
discussion about a word, he states: ”…as this expression is understood in
Dhamma language, as the Buddha has put it”.38 In order to get a right
interpretation of Dhamma language, it seems, therefore, that one criterion
is to ask for or detect what Buddha himself meant. But then we might ask
further how to discern what in the scriptures reflect Buddha’s own meaning
and what do not. Secondly, it looks like there also is an implicit criterion
at work in the fact that Buddhadâsa interprets all passages in scriptures
concerning supernatural being, e.g. angels and demons as referring to
mental states.39
Concerning the question of how to evaluate an interpretation of Dhamma
language in terms of right and wrong interpretation, as far as I can see,
Buddhadâsa only gives one explicit criterion, which focuses on the fruits
of interpretation: If an interpretation of any word in any religion leads to
disharmony and does not positively further the welfare of the many, then
such an interpretation is to be regarded as wrong; that is against the will of
God, or as the working of Satan and Mara.40 He further argues in line with
this that the present state of religions fighting each other instead of being
38 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Two Kinds of Language: Everyday Language & Dhamma
Language.” 43, cf. also 30.
39 Ibid. 32-37. Cf. also the discussion in Jackson. 76-82.
40 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and Buddhism. 15.
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an ”effective device for solving the problems of daily existence”41 is due to
wrong interpretations, often due to a wrongful attachment to tradition.42
In his interpretation of Jesus’ teaching, it is clear that Buddhadâsa’s purpose
is to show that there is a harmony between Buddhist and Christian teachings.
As far as I can see, however, the main criterion that Buddhadâsa uses for his
interpretation, is, whether the interpretation corresponds with the truth – which
in Buddhadâsa’s understanding is one. This truth (Dhamma) is available
through right practice, through wisdom. According to Buddhadâsa, insight
into the within of all things is necessary in order to grasp the truth and is a
prerequisite for understanding Dhamma language. Dhamma language reflects
this truth, or refers to this truth; therefore it is important that there is correspon-
dence between the interpretation of Dhamma language and this truth.43
Analysis of the Hermeneutical Presuppositions of
Buddhadâsa’s Bible interpretation
According to Buddhadâsa, Christianity has traditionally been interpreted
as a religion of faith, a religion where there is a reliance on external help,
understood as faith in God. Such interpretation is made in terms of Everyday
language, says to Buddhadâsa. If interpreted in terms of Dhamma language
Christianity, like Buddhism, emerges as a religion of action and of self-
help based on wisdom. We have in the preceding section seen how he has
argued for this point, basing his interpretation on selected Gospel passages.
This interpretation depends on the use of the ”two-language” theory and
certain presuppositions entailed in the theory. I will in the following
paragraphs outline what I see as the major presuppositions, which make
Buddhadâsa’s conclusion possible.
The Bible contains both Everyday Language and Dhamma language
As mentioned, the ”two-language” theory functions as the main
hermeneutical key in Buddhadâsa’s Bible interpretation. It is a major
presupposition in his Bible interpretation that the Bible, like the Tripiþaka,
41 Ibid. 16.
42 Ibid. 15-16.
43 See the coming section for a discussion of these matters.
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contains both Everyday language and Dhamma language.44 As I see it, his
main argument in support of this presupposition is that there is an apostle
of truth in every nation. These apostles, who include Buddha and Jesus,
have worked at different times and in different cultures; therefore the
different religious scriptures use different languages and different ways of
expression.45 The main points of their teaching, however, are the same:
”We can, however, expect that the essence of their message, as regards the
truth, is the same.”46
The Bible should be interpreted with regard to Everyday language
and Dhamma language
Because the Bible and other religious scriptures contain two kinds of languages
it is crucial to be aware of this when interpreting. According to Buddhadâsa,
a wise person knows both languages and should therefore always consider
both possible meanings of a word.47 That is, the literal meaning, related to
the physical world and the spiritual meaning, related to the non-physical
world. In his lecture, ”Two kinds of language: Everyday language and
Dhamma Language”, Buddhadâsa gives many examples of how different
44 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and Buddhism. 4-6. In Christianity and Buddhism
Buddhadâsa gives many examples from the Bible, both from the Old Testament and from
the Gospels, on the use of two languages. He first gives a couple of examples where it is
his opinion that the words in question clearly have to be understood in terms of Dhamma
language. One example is the understanding of the word ”die” in Gen 2:17. Buddhadâsa
argues that this word refers to physical death in Everyday language, whereas in Dhamma
language it refers to spiritual death, which in this context has to be understood in terms of
original sin and the suffering resulting thereof. Another example is the word ”born anew”
cited from John 3:3. The everyday meaning of this word would be physical rebirth, whereas
in Dhamma language, Buddhadâsa argues, the word has to be interpreted as spiritual rebirth
in this life. In the context of John 3 the word is to be understood as Dhamma language. He
argues for this by referring also to John 3:6, where it is clearly stated, according to
Buddhadâsa that there is both a physical and a spiritual birth. In a third example Buddhadâsa
shows that the same word can have different meanings in different contexts. For example
the word ”life” has to be interpreted as Everyday language in Matt 20:28 and as Dhamma
 language in Matt 19:17. This shows that one can find both levels of meaning in the Bible,
depending on context. A final example, from Matt 10:39, shows that not only single terms,
but also whole passages can be expressed in the language of Dhamma.
45 Ibid. 8-10, 24.
46 Ibid. 10.
47 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Two Kinds of Language: Everyday Language & Dhamma
Language.” 17, 55.
71Did Jesus Teach about Wisdom and Kamma?
A Critical Analysis of a Buddhist Bible Interpretation
words are understood dependent of whether they are interpreted as Everyday
language or Dhamma language.48 For example the word ”Buddha”, if
interpreted as Everyday language, refers to the historical Gotama Buddha,
but in Dhamma language the meaning is ”the truth which the historical Buddha
realised and taught”.49 Likewise, a word like ”birth” has two different meanings
depending on whether it is interpreted in everyday or Dhamma language. In
Everyday language it denotes the idea of being physically born out of a
woman’s womb, while in Dhamma language the meaning is related to the
idea of the ego. ”Birth” in this sense is ”the birth of the idea ‘I’ or ‘ego’ that
arises in the mind throughout each day”.50
Concerning the interpretation of Scripture, however, it is not to be taken
for granted, that every word could be understood meaningfully at both levels
in all contexts. Buddhadâsa argues that a wise person needs to be able to
discern between the two languages, because even though most passages
are to be understood as Dhamma language, some passages are to be
interpreted as Everyday language if they are to be correctly interpreted. He
refers to Buddha’s own discourses where he finds that Buddha uses both
Everyday language and Dhamma language, depending on whether he is
speaking about everyday matters or about Dhamma.51 One example from
the Bible, which Buddhadâsa refers to, concerns the word ”life”. As he
sees it, the term when used in Matt 20:28 clearly has to be interpreted as
Everyday language, referring to physical life, whereas in Matt 19:17 ”life”
has to be interpreted as Dhamma language, meaning eternal life.52
It is Buddhadâsa’s opinion that many misunderstandings between peoples
of different religions have arisen because the type of language in scriptures
has not been properly recognised and understood. This makes it very
important to strive to give correct interpretation of religious scriptures with
48 Among the words he discusses are: Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha, Religion, Work, God,
Heaven, Light, Eating, Marriage and Singing.
49 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Two Kinds of Language: Everyday Language & Dhamma
Language.” 18.
50 Ibid. 29. The attentive reader may have noticed that Buddhadâsa interprets the word
”birth” in Dhamma language differently in the Buddhist and Christian context, cf. note 45.
This discrepancy illustrates the problem of criteria for interpretation, and also the question
of what kind of approach Buddhadâsa’s two language theory are. Both these issues are
discussed in this article.
51 Ibid. 30.
52 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Christianity and Buddhism. 5.
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regard to the two ways of expression found in them.53  Put more positively,
if people understand the language of Dhamma they will love their own
religion and stick to it. Furthermore, there will be mutual understanding
between religions, and harmony and peace will prevail. For Buddhadâsa
the conclusion is therefore that one should strive to interpret religious terms
in line with the language of Dhamma, as this will contribute positively to
the world.54 ”’God’ has given us the way which is correct and complete in
all respects, but we ourselves have interpreted that way wrongly.”55
Dhamma language refers to the ultimate truth
In Christianity and Buddhism Buddhadâsa states that Buddhists can accept
all passages of Christianity as in agreement with the Buddha’s teaching,
provided they are allowed to interpret the language of Dhamma in the Bible
in their own terms.56 What does he imply by this statement? According to
my understanding the implication becomes very clear in Buddhadâsa’s
discussion of Christianity as a religion of wisdom and kamma, where for
example, when he discusses God and the law of kamma explicitly states
that these concepts refer to the same truth: ”The underlying truths which
make man receive the fruits of his actions are one and the same!”57 This
statement illustrates what I regard as Buddhadâsa’s main hermeneutic
presupposition for the ”two-language” theory, namely that there exists one
underlying truth, which is the ultimate truth, and that Dhamma language is
referring to this truth.58  Buddhadâsa presupposes, as we have seen earlier,
a certain view of the world, or reality, which forms the basis of his two-
language theory, namely a distinction between the physical, outside element
53 Buddhadasa stresses this point through highlighting three negative consequences of
confusing the language of Dhamma with Everyday language. I will shortly mention them
here. Firstly, not understanding the language of Dhamma has in many cases led to
dissatisfaction with one’s own religion and consequently led to the search for a better
religion. Secondly, not understanding the language of Dhamma has led to schisms within
religions and between religions. Thirdly, not understanding the language of Dhamma has
as a consequence contributed to lack of harmony and peace in the world. Ibid. 6-8.
54 Ibid. 14-15.
55 Ibid. 16-17.
56 Ibid. 7.
57 Ibid. 34.
58 For a discussion of Dhamma as absolute truth, see Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”No Religion!,”
in Me and Mine: Selected Essays of Bhikkhu Buddhadâsa, ed. Donald K. Swearer, Suny
Series in Buddhist Studies (Dehli: Sri Satguru Publications, 1991).
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of reality and the non-physical, inside element. Dhamma is the truth hidden
within all things; without understanding the within of things, through
Dhamma language, true knowledge and understanding are not possible.59
The Bible and Tripiþaka refer to the same truth
There is also another related presupposition in Buddhadâsa’s theory, which
is implicated in his statement that Buddhists can agree on Christian teaching
if they are allowed to interpret the language of Dhamma in the Bible in
their own terms. What he refers to is that even though the language of
Dhamma refers to what is the truth, the terms used to refer to this truth can
be different in different traditions. Buddhadâsa states, for example, that the
law of kamma and God are two different terms for the same truth, and
argues that the differences between Christianity and Buddhism are only
superficial. On the level of Everyday language it looks as if there are many
differences, but on the level of Dhamma language both religions, as well as
their scriptures, refer to the same truth and point to the same reality.60
As a consequence the differences between the religions are, according to
Buddhadâsa, a matter of misunderstanding or misinterpretation. Truth is
one, and an interpretation through Dhamma language will reveal this, as
we have seen demonstrated in Buddhadâsa’s interpretation of Christianity
as a religion of wisdom and kamma. The truth is reflected in the scriptures
of both Christianity and Buddhism, but in order to understand it the Dhamma
language in the scriptures must be correctly interpreted. This point leads us
to the last issue concerning hermeneutical presuppositions that I will address,
namely the question of the interpreter.
An interpreter with insight is needed
A very important presupposition of Buddhadâsa’s theory seems to be the
existence of an insightful interpreter. Since Dhamma language, referring to
the truth, can be expressed in different ways in different scriptures, the role
of the interpreter becomes important. Buddhadâsa’s theory does, as noticed
59 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Looking Within.” 63-64, 67-68.
60 Donald K. Swearer puts it like this in his note 3 to Buddhadâsa’s article ”No Religion”:
”In Buddhadasa’s view, truth is truth in the sense that truth is one and indivisible.
Buddhadasa’s ‘relativism’ exists at the level of ‘everyday’ or ordinary language (…), but
not at the level of dhamma language.” Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”No Religion!.” 228.
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above, presuppose a certain ontology, but it also presupposes a certain
epistemology. Buddhadâsa stresses that ”in order to be able to speak and
understand this Dhamma language, one must have gained insight into the
mental world. Consequently, only people who have seen the Dhamma, the
Truth, speak the Dhamma language”.61 As not everyone has gained this
insight it follows that not everyone masters the Dhamma language. Persons
who master both kinds of languages are regarded as wise persons,62 in
contrast with persons speaking only the Everyday language. These are
regarded as foolish, deluded, ignorant etc. people.63
Before we go on to ask how the insight into the mental world is acquired,
we will shortly address the question of the relationship between knowing
Dhamma language and understanding Dhamma itself. There might be an
inconsistency in Buddhadâsa’s argumentation concerning this matter,
because in the same speech (”Two Kinds of Languages: Everyday language
and Dhamma Language”) he also states that Dhamma language is a
prerequisite for understanding Dhamma: ”If we don’t know the language
of Dhamma, then we can’t understand Dhamma.”64  ”People don’t know
Dhamma language. Not knowing Dhamma language, they cannot
comprehend Dhamma.”65 But as we have already seen, Buddhadâsa argues
that insight into the mental world and Dhamma is necessary in order to be
able to speak and understand Dhamma language.66 One way to interpret
these seemingly inconsistent statements is to presume that Buddhadâsa
implies a circular process, where insight into the mental world and Dhamma,
speaking and understanding Dhamma language, and understanding or
comprehending Dhamma belong together in a hermeneutical circle.
How then does a person gain insight into the mental world and into
Dhamma? Buddhadâsa regards the non-physical world to be as real as the
physical world. He stresses that while the mental, non-physical world is
61 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Two Kinds of Language: Everyday Language & Dhamma
Language.” 16.
62 See for example Ibid. 17-18 and 55.
63 Ibid. 37, 20, 44. Buddhadâsa distinguishes between the childish level of Everyday
language and the deeper level of the language of Dhamma. 20, 49.
64 Ibid. 16.
65 Ibid. 53.
66 cf. Buddhadâsa’s definition of Dhamma language given earlier in this article: ”Dhamma
language is the language spoken by people who have gained a deep insight into the Truth,
Dhamma.”
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hidden for anyone who looks merely at the outside of things, it is not hidden
to those who have attained enlightenment. For example, to the historical
Buddha the mental world was known as easily as the physical world.67 But
because the non-physical world is available and understood only through a
person’s mind, it follows that the less superficial elements can only be
perceived if looked at from within, not only at the without.68 Only through
looking within, that is at the mind, is it possible to understand Dhamma,
since ”Dhamma is the truth that lies hidden in all things; it is the within of
all things”.69 Buddhadâsa explicitly states that:
If you don’t practice looking within, you never will recognise Dhamma
and the language of Dhamma; you will know only Everyday
language…But if you practice looking at things the right way, and pene-
trate to the truth of Dhamma language, you become a knower of truth and
no one can deceive you.70
One may therefore conclude that insight into the mental side, and
consequently into Dhamma, is gained through insight into the mind. This
insight is acquired through practice, through looking at things the right
way. According to Buddhadâsa, this can be achieved through mindfulness
and wisdom, in observing the workings of the mind.71 The way to understand
or get insight into the truth is through practice, that is to ”look within”, to
understand the workings of the mind, the mental side of things. Therefore,
in order to get an interpretation of Dhamma language, which corresponds
to the truth, an interpreter with insight into this truth is needed.
67 Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, ”Looking Within.” 63.
68 Ibid. 63-64.
69 Ibid. 67-68. The quote is from page 68.
70 Ibid. 70.
71 Ibid. 60, 71. A presentation of Buddhadasa’s discussion of the way to practice mindfulness
and wisdom goes beyond the scope of this paper, but for a short introduction see for example
Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu, Handbook for Mankind (Bangkok: Dhammasapa). 93-153.
Buddhadâsa Bhikkhu and condensed by Chien Nurn Eng, A Handbook for a Perfect Form
of Anapanasati-Bhavana, trans. Bhikkhu James RatanaNantho (Bangkok: Mental Health
Publishing House, 2003).
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Conclusion and Critical Assessment
I have in this paper presented and analysed Buddhadâsa’s interpretation of
selected passages from the Gospels and shown that his ”two-language”
theory is crucial to his way of reading the Bible texts, and consequently
fundamental to the conclusions he reaches on the basis of his interpretation.
The theory is based on the understanding that all religions and their scriptures
reflect Dhamma, which is the truth valid for all. This truth is expressed in
Dhamma language. While Everyday language is a language used and
understood by all people, Dhamma language is available only for those
who through insight and experience have comprehended Dhamma. As a
consequence, the religious truth in the different religions and scriptures are
only available for people with such insight and knowledge. In Buddhadâsa’s
theory it is, as I have interpreted it, presupposed that if one is to master
Dhamma language one must not only acquire insight and experience, but
also share the basic view that all religions are instruments for Dhamma,
and that they bring Dhamma knowledge to those who read their holy
scriptures or listen to their apostles. On the one hand, it may therefore be
argued that Buddhadâsa thereby opts for a Mahayana and not a Theravada
kind of Buddhism, in that he opens up for several possible ways to gain
enlightenment, including Christianity as one of these ways. On the other
hand, however, as he clearly defines Dhamma within the framework of
Theravada Buddhism, we may argue that he rather has reinterpreted
Christianity to fit in with a Theravada perspective.
In the examples of Bible interpretation given by Buddhadâsa himself, it
becomes clear that for him, Jesus teaches about wisdom and kamma, and
he thus concludes that Christianity is a religion of wisdom and kamma.
From my point of view, it is not given, however, that two or more informed
readers, who both apply Dhamma language will reach the same conclusion
about the religious truths in the scriptures as Buddhadâsa expected. But
Buddhadâsa would certainly have argued that if the interpreters have insight
into the truth, their interpretation would correspond with Dhamma. I think
this makes clear that Buddhadâsa’s approach must rather be seen as an
attempt to find a common perspective to be applied in interpretation rather
than a concrete method of textual interpretation
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In my opinion, when Buddhadâsa used Dhamma language to interpret those
Gospel texts, which he considered as giving important insight into Jesus’
teaching – and thus Christian teaching – he showed an inclusive Buddhist
perspective, where the main criterion for the use of Dhamma interpretation
of texts is that the interpretations must reflect Dhamma itself. He interpreted
the texts on the level of Dhamma language according to a set frame of
reference, namely the understanding of Dhamma as the absolute truth.
How does Buddhadâsa’s approach appear in a wider context of inter-
religious dialogue between Christianity and Buddhism? First, he uses an
eclectic approach to Christian Scripture, which many Christian interpreters
will not agree with. The Bible he uses is reduced to the New Testament –
and in the New Testament, the Gospels – and in the Gospels he focuses on
the sayings of Jesus alone. The Old Church was soon to discourage attempts
to eliminate the Old Testament, as for example Marcion tried, or attempts
to eliminate parts of the New Testament. Buddhadâsa would probably rightly
have argued that the sayings of Jesus have a key function in the New
Testament, but by only addressing these and none of the other New
Testament texts in his discussion of Christianity as a religion of wisdom
and kamma, the platform for a dialogue on these questions is far too limited
to gain acceptance in a wider circle of Christian interpreters.72
Second, he does not abide by one of the chief principles in modern inter-
religious dialogue, namely, in this case, letting a Christian believer, an
insider, present his/her view of what is an authentic Christian understanding,
as e.g. expressed in the World Council of Churches’ ”Guidelines on Dialogue
with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies”.73 Instead he may be criticised
for claiming the right to define what Christianity is really about, and in
doing so closing the doors for further constructive dialogue. On the other
hand, he has the right to present his understanding of Christianity, which
he also does through his biblical interpretations. In my opinion, therefore,
his discussion about the Gospel texts in the lectures about Christianity and
Buddhism is an interesting, and thought-provoking example of how a
72 It has already been noted, however, in the introduction to this article, that his approach
to Bible is consistent with his approach to the Buddhist scriptures. He considers what he
regards as the authentic teaching of ”the apostles of truth” as more valuable than both
earlier historical material and later expositions of their teachings.
73 See page 6 of 10 in WCC’s ”Guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and
Ideologies.” http//www.wcc-coe.org
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Buddhist interprets the Bible. His interpretations gives us some indications
of how a learned Buddhist may understand and relate to Christian faith,
and as such his reading of selected Gospel texts is an important contribution
to the Buddhist-Christian encounter.
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Mutual Transformation:
John Cobb’s Theology of Religions
and his Dialogue with Buddhism
Jan Olov Fors
The American United Methodist theologian John B. Cobb Jr. is renowned
for his contribution to process theology.1 He was born in Japan 1925, where
his parents were Methodist missionaries. Cobb has been active in interfaith
dialogue and in particular in dialogue with Buddhists. After a prestigious
career as Ingraham Professor of Theology at the School of Theology and
Avery Professor at Claremont Graduate School, California, Cobb retired in
1990. His works include titles dealing with many theological issues.
According to himself his theological journey can be divided into three fields.
In the first field, Cobb tries to create a Christian theology applying
Whitehead’s philosophy. The second field confronts ecological issues from
a Whiteheadian perspective. The third field reflects on ”theology in the
service of the church”, including subjects such as prayer, pastoral care, and
different ethical problems.2 Ted Peters summarizes the wide range of topics
in Cobb’s theology in the following way:
one of the most adventuresome explorers of new theological terrain in our
generation. Almost encyclopedic in scope. Cobb’s scholarly map ranges
from Whiteheadian metaphysics to pastoral care, from Christology to inter-
religious dialogue, from German Wissenschaft to feminist method, from
ecology to economics.3
1  See ”Christ and My Life” that contains autobiographical reflections by Cobb about his
life and theological journey, John B. Cobb Jr., Can Christ Become Good News Again.
Missouri: Charlice Press St. Louis, 1991, pp. 3-20; and David R. Griffin, ”John B. Cobb
Jr.: A Theological Biography”, Theology and the University: Essays in Honor of John B.
Cobb Jr., David R. Griffin and Joseph C. Hough Jr. (eds.). Albany: SUNY Press, 1991, pp.
225-242.
2 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Intellectual Autobiography”, Religious Studies Review, 19/1, 1991,
pp. 9-11.
3 Ted Peters, ”John Cobb, Theologian in Process” (1). Dialog 29,  1990, p. 207.
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In this article, I will focus on Cobb’s theology of religions and his dialogue
with Buddhism. I also want to discuss a critique against the theological
thinking of Cobb, and compare it with other models of thinking.
Radical Pluralism
The most important book of Cobb on Buddhist-Christian Dialogue is Beyond
Dialogue: Toward a Mutual Transformation of Christianity and Buddhism
(1982). Here Cobb discusses religious pluralism and describes his dialogue
with Buddhism.4 His pluralism emphasizes the differences, questioning a
common ground of the world religions.5 In the essay ”Beyond Pluralism”
(1990), Cobb names his own form of pluralism as ”radical pluralism”.6 He
opposes the kind of pluralism, which claims that all religions are orientations
to one and the same ultimate reality. Much of his critique is directed toward
John Hick, and to Hick’s theory that postulates that there is a common ground
for the world religions.7 Cobb thinks it is better instead to begin the dialogue
starting from the differences between the religions. Religions are far more
than just orientations to the ultimate reality. He does not find it illuminating,
for instance, to insist that the Buddhist understanding of Sunyata (Emptiness)
and the Christian concept of God are two names of a similar reality. Such a
pluralistic attitude is arrogant while insisting that we can interpret and
understand the Buddhist experience better than the Buddhists themselves.8
Cobb also believes it will hinder one to learn from others if one presupposes
that all are the same. Therefore it will be better to start the dialogue with the
hypothesis that God and Emptiness are different things.9
Cobb thinks there are no objective norms external to every tradition, but
each tradition is judged only by its own internal norms. In the dialogue, it
4 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue: Toward a Mutual Transformation of Christianity
and Buddhism. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982.
5 Ibid. p. 30, p. 41.
6 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Beyond Pluralism”, Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered, The Myth of
a Pluralistic Theology of Religions, Gavin D Costa (ed.). Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
pp. 81-95.
7 Concerning the pluralism of Hick, see: John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion: Human
Responses to the Transcendent. London: Macmillan, 1989.
8 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, pp. 43–44.
9 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Christian Witness in a Pluralistic World”, John Hick and Hasan Askari
(eds.), The Experience of Religious Diversity. Brookfield, Vermont: Grower Publishing,
1985, p. 153, pp. 155-156.
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is important that every tradition can define itself and its beliefs.10 It is also
urgent to start the dialogue with listening authentically to each other.11 Cobb
is affirming the uniqueness of Christianity but also the uniqueness of other
religions:
So am I affirming Christian uniqueness? Certainly and emphatically so!
But I am affirming the uniqueness also of Confucianism, Buddhism,
Hinduism, Islam and Judaism. With the assumption of radical pluralism,
nothing else is possible. Further, the uniqueness of each includes a unique
superiority, namely, the ability to achieve what by its own historic norms is
most important.12
Cobb thinks that the religions need to complement each other; each unique
religious tradition cannot stand alone. Buddhism and Christianity, in his
view, are two traditions with common elements. However, he argues, both
traditions have something the other lacks, without which the other is
incomplete or unfulfilled.13 This is why some have named Cobb’s approach
the ”model of fulfillment”.14 Further, Cobb states that Christian claims ”need
not conflict” with exclusive Buddhist claims. In other words, there does
not need to be any conflict between the uniqueness in Christianity and the
uniqueness in Buddhism.15
Mutual transformation
As a process theologian, Cobb is influenced by the philosophy of Alfred
North Whitehead (1861-1947).16 According to him reality can best be
10 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Beyond Pluralism”, p. 84.
11 See John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, p. ix, pp. 47-48; and, John B. Cobb Jr., ”Dialogue”,
Death or Dialogue?, From the Age of Monologue to the Age of Dialogue, Leonard Swidler,
John B. Cobb Jr., Paul F. Knitter and Monika K. Hellwig. London: SCM Press, 1990, pp. 5-8.
12 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Beyond Pluralism, pp. 91-92.
13 See: John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, pp. 51-52; and, John B. Cobb Jr., ”Christian
Witness in a Plural World”, p. 157.
14 Malcolm David Eckel, ”Perspectives on the Buddhist-Christian Dialogue”,
The Christ and The Boddhisattva.  Donald S. Lopez and Steven C. Rockefeller (eds.).
Delhi: D:K. Fine Art Press, 1987, p. 52.
15 John B. Cobb Jr., ”The Meaning of Pluralism for Christian Self-Understanding”, Religious
Pluralism, Leroy S. Rouner (ed.). Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984, p. 177
16 Concerning the philosophy of Whitehead and process theology, see: Alfred North
Whitehead, Process and Reality. New York: Macmillan, 1929; and, John B. Cobb Jr. and
David R. Griffin, Process Theology: An Introductory Exposition. Philadelphia: The
Westminister Press, 1976.
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described as an organism. Whitehead called these metaphysics a ”philosophy
of organism”. For Whitehead, reality is not static essence, but rather process.
In this process the highest metaphysical principle is that of creativity.17 The
foundations of a dialogical Christology were grounded in Cobb’s book
Christ in a Pluralistic Age (1975).18 It is a Christology originating in the
tradition of classical Logos Christology. Cobb understands Logos as ”the
cosmic principle of order, the ground of meaning, and the source of
purpose”.19 His Christology identifies Christ as ”creative transformation”.
To identify Christ as creative transformation is to describe the manner in
which Logos was incarnated in Jesus, and the way it continues to be
incarnated in the world. According to Cobb creative transformation takes
place in personal relationships, artistic creations, scientific advances, and
theological and philosophical insights.20 But Cobb also identifies creative
transformation as existing in the center of all life as the ”source of life”.21
Latin American liberation theology and feminist theology have been two
important influences on Cobb’s Christology. Cobb thinks liberation theology
helps to better see and to locate Christ among the poor and oppressed.
Through feminist theology he is able to move beyond the notion of Christ
as Logos, and also regard Christ as Sophia, a feminine noun which connotes
the Wisdom of God who intimately knows the world.22 Central in his
Christology is the idea that Christocentrism requires being open to others:
It is my conviction that Christocentrism provides the deepest and fullest
reason for openness to others...To learn from others whatever truth they
have to offer and to integrate that with the insights and wisdom we have
learned from our Christian heritage appears to be faithful to Christ.23
According to Cobb the deeper our faith in Christ is the more open we become
to truth wherever it is revealed. Although Christ is the way, it does not
exclude other ways.24 This specific understanding of Christ leads Cobb to
17 Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality, p. 28, p. 31, pp. 492-494.
18 John B. Cobb Jr., Christ in a Pluralistic Age. Philadelphia: The Westminister Press,
1975.
19 Ibid. p. 75.
20 Ibid. pp. 29-94.
21 John B. Cobb Jr. and Charles Birch, The Liberation of Life: From the Cell to the
Community. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981, p. 177.
22 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Christ beyond Creative Transformation”, Encountering Jesus, Stephen
David (ed.). Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988, pp. 151-158.
23 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Beyond Pluralism”, p. 91.
24 John B. Cobb Jr., Christ in a Pluralistic Age, p. 22.
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realize the necessity of dialogue with believers of other faiths. Cobb believes
that the goal of the dialogue is a ”mutual transformation” of each partner in
the dialogue. He wants to pass through dialogue to something beyond, a
mutual transformation of Christians and non-Christians by growth in truth.
Cobb thinks that a deep commitment to one’s own tradition, when
understood as requiring dialogical openness to other traditions, can lead to
a surprising creative transformation of everyone involved.25 Diana Eck
describes Cobb’s concept of mutual transformation as ”the way in which
dialogue necessarily goes beyond mutual understanding to a new level of
mutual self-understanding.”26
Cobb believes there are no interreligous criteria for what is right or wrong.
He proposes a ”relatively objective norm”. This is a norm he believes all
religions engaged in dialogue can accept: there is more of truth outside one’s
own religion and it is possible to learn more of this truth by dialogue with
other religions.27 Paul F. Knitter questions how it is possible to know what is
true when one learns something from someone else that one did not know
beforehand, if one does not have some criteria for what is right or wrong.28
Knitter has also been criticizing Cobb for just seeing the means of the dialogue
as solely an intellectual matter. Cobb’s interreligious dialogue has primarily
been an intellectual activity and a search for the truth. Knitter suggests a
liberation-centered model for interreligious dialogue – a dialogue among the
religious traditions that centres on the practical needs of the world.29 Cobb
has endorsed this critique, and since the 1990s he has been calling religions
to a shared globally responsible dialogue. He sets out to work for a closer
link between interreligious dialogue and ethics. Cobb describes the quest as
a shared ”ultimate concern that we leave to our descendants a habitable
planet”.30 And a change of Cobb’s thoughts came with Hans Küng’s attempt
to establish a global ethic by interreligious dialogue:
25 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, pp. 47-48.
26 Diana L. Eck, Encountering God: A Spiritual Journey from Bozeman to Banaras. Boston:
Beacon Press, 1993, p. 198.
27 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Beyond Pluralism”, pp. 86-91.
28 Paul F. Knitter (ed.), Transforming Christianity and the World: A Way beyond Absolutism
and Relativism Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999, pp. 61-62.
29 Paul F. Knitter, ”Interreligious Dialogue: What? Why? How?”, Death or Dialogue?,
From the Age of Monologue to the Age of Dialogue, p. 19, pp. 27-30.
30 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Responses to Relativism: Common Ground, Deconstruction and
Reconstruction”, Transforming Christianity and the World: A Way beyond Absolutism and
Relativism, p. 111.
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Küng’s profound analysis and responses are ordered to making a real
difference in the real world. That is why I take them so seriously. I am
forced to confess that in the past my work in interreligious dialogue has
not been informed by a full understanding of what is at stake. I have been
converted.31
How can Christians and Buddhists be creatively transformed
in the dialogue?
To initiate theological dialogue between Buddhism and Christianity Cobb
has worked extensively with Masoa Abe, a leading interpreter of Zen
Buddhism in the Kyoto School and also a prominent participant in Buddhist-
Christian dialogue.32 Cobb and Abe started ”The International Buddhist-
Christian encounter group” in 1984. This group has had a great importance
for deepening the theological dialogue between leading Buddhist and
Christian theologians, especially in North America.33 In Beyond Dialogue
(1982) Cobb pays attention to Mahayana Buddhism, particularly to the
Pure Land Buddhism in Japan. He grasps Nirvana or Sunyata (Emptiness)
as the heart of Buddhism. The key term for the understanding of Emptiness
in the Mahayana tradition is pratitya-samutpada (dependent origination).
This term tries to express that nothing exists by itself – it is always related
to something else.34 In the dialogue he urges Christians and Buddhists to
transform themselves by learning the truth of the other side. Cobb mainly
compares the concepts of the two seemingly contradictory traditions, such
as faith, self, God and Emptiness.
31 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Hans Küng’s Contribution to Interreligious Dialogue”,
Transforming Christianity and the World, p 178. Concerning the Global Ethic proposed by
Hans Küng, see: by Hans Küng, Global Responsibility: In Search of a New World Ethic.
London: SCM, 1990; and, Hans Küng and Karl-Josef Kuschel (eds.), A Global Ethic: The
Declaration of the Parliament of the World’s Religions. London: SCM, 1993.
32 Concerning the Buddhist-Christian dialogue and Abe, see: Donald W. Mitchell (ed.),
Masao Abe a Zen Life of Dialogue. Boston: Charles E. Tuttle Co., 1998.
33 See: Seiichi Yagi and Leonard Swidler, A Bridge to Buddhist-Christian Dialogue. New
York: Paulist Press, 1990, pp. 8-11; and, Michael von Brück and Whalen Lai, Christianity
and Buddhism: A Multicultural History of Their Dialogue. Maryknoll, NY:Orbis books,
2001, pp. 227-234.
34 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, pp. 55-74. Concerning the concepts  Nirvana
(”blowing out”), Sunyata, and, pratitya-samutpada, see: Richard H. Robinson and Willard
L. Johnson, The Buddhist Religion: A Historical Introduction. Belmont CA.: Wadsworth
Publishing Company, 1997, p. 23, p. 40, pp 87-88; and, Masao Abe, ”Buddhism”, Our
Religions, Sharma Arvind (ed.). San Francisco: Harper, 1995, pp. 90-91, pp. 121-122.
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In the Christian encounter with Buddhism Christians may come to a deeper
understanding of faith. Cobb believes Christianity can learn from Buddhism
to reject faith as attachment, in favor of faith as openness. He understands
that faith as openness means a continuous growth in truth about life and
reality.35 According to Cobb, even in Buddhism there is the idea of faith.
He shows that this is made clear in Pure Land Buddhism when it ”criticizes
Zen for its reliance on self-power and calls instead for faith in the other-
power of the Buddha, Amida.”36 Especially Shinran (1173-1262), one of
the disciples of Honen (1133-1212), who is the founder of Pure Land
Buddhism in Japan, came to an insight that is remarkably similar to the one
of Martin Luther. Like Luther, Shinran taught a doctrine of salvation by
faith through trust in Amida’s ”grace”.37
The self is ”a strand of experiences in the total flux of experiences” in both
Whitheadian process theology and Buddhist teaching.38 Cobb accepts the
Buddhist insights of the non-substantial self (anatta).39 He puts it like this:
The substantialist view is false. Moment by moment each self comes into
being as a coalescence of elements that include others as well as the personal
past. The personal past may dominate the coalescence, but the mode of
relation that one such instance of dependent origination has to instances in
its personal past is not different in kind from the mode of relation it has to
other instances elsewhere.40
However, Christians appraise the relation to the personal past differently
than Buddhists. In Christianity, the personal past should be accounted and
ordered by the new possibilities given by God. Nevertheless, Cobb finds
Buddhism greatly helpful, because it can help Christians to overcome that
35 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, p. 104; and, John B. Cobb Jr., ”Faith”,
Buddhist-Christian Studies, 14, 1994, pp. 35-41.
36 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, p. 101. Amida, the Buddha of Everlasting Light, is
important in the Pure Land tradition. He was a previous incarnation of Siddhartha Gautama,
the Buddha. In the previous incarnation, as a bodhisattva, he refused to accept Buddhahood
unless he could grant eternal happiness in the Pure Land to whoever called on him. Amida
Buddha is called Amitabha in China, see: Richard H. Robinson and Willard L. Johnson,
The Buddhist Religion, pp. 113-115, p. 196.
37 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, pp. 102-103.
38 David R. Griffin and John B. Cobb Jr., Process Theology, p. 138.
39 Concerning the Buddhist teaching of anatta (not-self), see: Richard H. Robinson and
Willard L. Johnson, The Buddhist Religion, pp. 35-39.
40 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, p. 109-110.
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type of isolated individualism, which is quite common among Western
Christians, and come to see that we all belong together and are called to
live in love.41
Cobb claims that Christianity influenced by process theology can be
creatively transformed by incorporating insights from the Buddhist doctrine
of Emptiness into the conception of God. In ”Buddhist Emptiness and the
Christian God” (1977) Cobb describes God as ”the ultimate principle of
rightness”, and Emptiness as ”the metaphysical ultimate”.42 In Beyond
Dialogue (1982) Cobb asserts that the God of the Bible, like the Buddhas,
is a manifestation of ultimate reality. He makes a distinction between
ultimate reality and its divine manifestations. Cobb thinks that God is ”the
ultimate actuality” which is derived from ultimate reality. Emptiness, as
ultimate reality is not superior to God as the ultimate actuality. They are
two different ultimacies interrelated with each other:
God as the ultimate actuality is just as ultimate as is Emptiness as ultimate
reality. Emptiness is different from God, and there is no God apart from
Emptiness. But it is equally true to say there is no Emptiness apart from
God. Emptiness is not ’above’ or ’beyond’ God...The key requirement is
that God be understood to be wholly, unqualified empty...God must be
conceived as wholly lacking substantiality. God cannot be an agent separate
or distinct from the divine activity. God must be the complete, unqualified,
everlasting actualization of pratitya-samutpada, dependent origination.43
Cobb shows that dependent origination is very closely related to the concept
of creativity in the Whiteheadian process philosophy. God’s nature can,
according to Cobb, be interpreted as the supreme and everlasting Empty
One, distinct from Emptiness as the metaphysically ultimate reality. Lacking
all substance, God, like all things and events, must be the ultimate instance
of dependent origination. In ”Christian Witness in a Plural World” (1985)
Cobb points out that the Christian and the Buddhist traditions aim to answer
different questions. Emptiness is the ultimate answer to the question of
what all things are, and the Christian God is more an answer to the question
how and why things are as they are.44
41 Ibid, pp. 106-110.
42 John B. Cobb Jr., ”Buddhist Emptiness and the Christian God”,
Journal of the American Academy of Religions, 45, 1977, pp. 11-25.
43  John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue pp. 113-114.
44 John B. Cobb Jr.,  ”Christian Witness in a Plural World”, pp. 157-159.
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One of the most important essays of Masao Abe is ”Kenotic God and
Dynamic Sunyata”, and leading Christian and Jewish theologians, like Cobb,
responded to it in The Emptying God (1990).45 In the essay Abe presents an
idea that has been a leitmotif through Abe’s work on Buddhist-Christian
dialogue. In Abe’s view, the Christian idea of God and the Buddhist idea of
emptiness may be brought closer together by imputing ultimate emptiness
to God and by imputing dynamism to emptiness. The central insight of Abe
is based on his reading of the Greek world kenosis (emptied) in Philippians
2:6-7. He asks what the implications would be if we were to read it as
”emptied”, bearing in mind a Buddhist understanding of sunyata. This, he
believes, could transform both the Christian notion of God and the Buddhist
notion of emptiness into a single, convergent idea.
In Mahayana there is a doctrine of the threefold body (Trikaya) of the
Buddha. The first is the manifestation body (Nirmana-kaya), the second is
the heavenly body (Sambhoga-kaya), and the third is the Ultimate Reality
itself (Dharma-kaya).46 According to the Pure Land tradition, Amida is not
one Buddha among others; rather he is the Dharma-kaya. Here Cobb spots
a Buddhist parallel to traditional Christology that says that God was
incarnated in Jesus Christ. Cobb believes that the one reality the Pure Land
Buddhists name, ”Amida Buddha”, is the same reality that Christians name
”Christ”. And if this is so, Cobb thinks it is possible for Buddhism to be
creatively transformed by appropriating insights from Christian
Christological teaching. According to him Buddhism has created humane
forms of community because it teaches a dislike of violence and greed.
Further, Buddhism has rejected the oppressive caste system and has
generally been more tolerant of other religions than Christianity.47 But what
Cobb finds is that Buddhism is missing a social-political dimension:
What is lacking is a trans-social norm by virtue of which society is
judged...On the whole, Buddhism does not encourage attention by its
adherents to critical evaluation of social and political programs or exhort
them to be in the forefront of movements of social protest.48
45 Masao Abe, ”Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata”, The Emptying God: A Buddhist-
Jewish-Christian Conversation, John B. Cobb Jr. and Christopher Ives (eds.). Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books, 1990, pp. 3-65.
46 See: Richard H. Robinson and Willard L. Johnson, The Buddhist Religion, pp. 94-95.
47 John B. Cobb Jr., Beyond Dialogue, pp. 121-133
48 Ibid, p. 133.
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Cobb argues that if Buddhists see the parallel between Amida and Christ,
they can deepen their apprehension of the personal, caring character of
Emptiness personified by Amida Buddha. And during the process, the role
of historical consciousness, and thereby the role of ethical and social
consciousness, might be transformed in traditional Buddhist faith and
practice.49
Concluding Remarks
It is of considerable importance, I think, that Cobb is emphasizing the
religious differences in his theology of religions. This approach is more
pluralistic than the one we meet, for instance, in Hick’s theology of religions.
Hick’s emphasis is on the similarities of the different religions. This
viewpoint makes it harder to genuinely understand other religions and to
see what knowledge each tradition can acquire from other traditions. Cobb’s
hypothesis of complementarity points out what is unique and important in
every tradition. Still, it is open to the need of each tradition to get more
knowledge of the reality and of God from other traditions. However it
appears that Cobb harmonizes the differences between the religious
traditions in his model of complementary too much. Knitter stresses that
some claims in Christianity can, and sometimes must, come in conflict
with other unique claims. That is why he prefers to talk about ”relational”
rather than ”complementary” uniqueness.50
Some theologians have criticized Cobb’s Christocentric approach to the
dialogue as inclusivistic.51 In Christianity in the Making (1992), In Shul
Han tries to show that this criticism is derived from misunderstandings of
Cobb’s approach. In Shul Han makes a distinction between ”theocentric
and soteriocentric pluralists” and ”pluralists centered on difference”. Han
thinks that theologians like Hick and Wilfred Cantwell Smith belong to the
former group of pluralists and Cobb and George A. Lindbeck to the latter.
Cobb’s pluralism arises from difference and from a Christocentric
perspective. In spite of this Cobb remains pluralistic and shares some
49 Ibid, pp. 129-136.
50 Paul F. Knitter, Jesus and the Other Names: Christian Mission and Global Responsibility.
Oxford: Oneworld, 1996, pp. 81-82.
51 See: John Hick ”Critique by John Hick”, Encountering Jesus, p. 160; and, Paul F. Knitter,
No Other Name?, A Critical Survey of Christian Attitudes toward the World Religions.
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis books, 1985, p. 137.
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commonalities of pluralism with other pluralists. Most important is that he
concurs with other pluralists that no one religion can claim to be absolutely
superior to all others.52
Wesley J. Wildman calls Cobb’s Christology a ”robust modest Christo-
logy”.53 Cobb’s Christology is ”robust” because it is more faithful to the
actual history of Christological development than the absolutist Christo-
logies are. It is a ”modest” Christology, because it denies that all salvific
meaning and power is embodied in the historical Jesus, and because it admits
that there is genuinely salvific power in other traditions independent of
Christianity. I find Cobb’s interpretation of Christocentrism and his
identification of Christ as creative transformation interesting and useful in
the interreligious dialogue. Peter C. Hodgson summarizes the open and
dialogical Christocentrism of Cobb like this:
He [Cobb] believes that we live in a time when the world needs Christ as
never before. Christ is indeed the Way of Truth and Life – in the sense not
of providing fixed guidelines but of trusting the Spirit that leads into all
truth, breaking open hearers and letting them be transformed. The deeper
our faith in Christ, the more open we become to truth wherever and however
it is revealed. Jesus is the way that is open to other ways. To be centered on
Christ requires us to be centered on others, to be open to and in relationship
with others.54
During the 1990s Cobb started to emphasize that the creative transformation
means both the mutual transformation of religions and the transformation
of the whole world. Cobb has made great contributions to ecological
theology and ethics.55 However, it is hard to find any attempt in his theology
52 In Chul Han, Christianity in the Making: A Critical Study of John B. Cobb Jr.s Process-
Relational Vision of Christianity. Madison, New Jersey: Drew University, 1992, pp. 36-
57, p. 242.
53 Wesley J. Wildman, Fidelity with Plausibility: Modest Christologies in the Twentieth
Century. New York: State University of New York, 1998, p 231.
54 Peter C Hodgson, Christian Faith: A Brief Introduction. Louisville, Kentucky: John
Knox Press, 2001, pp. 127-128.
55 Concerning Cobb’s contribution to the ecological theology, see: John B. Cobb Jr. and
Charles Birch, The Liberation of Life: From the Cell to the Community. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1981, John B.Cobb Jr. and Herman E. Daly, For the Common
Good: Redirecting the Economy Toward Community, the Environment, and a Sustainable
Future. Boston: Beacon Press, 1989; and, John B. Cobb Jr., Sustainability: Economic,
Ecology and Justice. Maryknoll: Orbis, 1992.
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to integrate ecological theology with Buddhist-Christian dialogue. Paul
Custodio Bube claims that Cobb could develop his ecological ethics further
if he also could make it an important part of the inter-religious dialogue.56
Pan-chiu Lai is involved in the dialogue between Chinese Buddhists and
Christians, and to him the ecological crisis as one of the most important
issues they have to face. In his reflection on the Buddhist-Christian dialogue,
he is influenced by the process theology of Cobb. Lai finds Cobb’s ecological
ethics and the idea of mutual transformation as the goal of dialogue
particularly useful.57 So far Cobb’s contribution to interreligious dialogue
has concentrated on the Buddhist-Christian dialogue. But Lai suggests that
Cobb’s theology, especially his Christology, also has ”the potential to make
a significant contribution” to the Christian-Confucian dialogue.58
Some have criticized Cobb as seeking confirmation in Buddhism for what
he already knows through his Whiteheadian Christianity.59 Others like Paul
O. Ingram agree that it is tempting for Christian process theologians to use
the dialogue with Buddhists as a verification of Whitehead’s philosophy.
Nevertheless, Ingram thinks there are possibilities for Whitehead’s process
vision in revealing the insights of both Buddhism and Christianity. Ingram
regards Cobb’s and the process theology’s dialogue with Buddhism as the
leading contemporary Christian examples of the possibilities of creative
transformation through interreligious dialogue.60 According to Abe there
are not many other Christian theologians, except for Cobb, who have pointed
out so clearly that both Buddhism and Christianity need to be transformed.
Cobb not only proclaims the necessity of such a transformation, he also
sets forth concrete ideas as to how it might be achieved.61
56 Paul Custodio Bube, Ethics in John Cobb’s Process Theology. Atlanta: Scholar Press,
1988, pp. 174-175.
57 Pan-chiu Lai, ”Cobb’s Theory of Inter-Religious Dialogue and the Buddhist-Christian
Encounter in China”, Ching Feng, Vol. 40, No. 3-4 (September-December 1997), pp.
261-290.
58 Pan-chiu Lai, ”Process Christology and Christian-Confucian Dialogue in China: With
Special Reference to Cobb’s Christology”, Process Studies, 33:1, 2004, pp. 149-165.
59 See: In Chul Han, Christianity in the Making, pp. 251-262.
60 Paul O. Ingram, The Modern Buddhist-Christian Dialogue: Two Universalistic Religions
in Transformation. Lewiston/Queenston: The Edwin Mellers Press, 1988, pp. 26-28, pp.
310-311.
61 Masao Abe, ”John Cobb’s Beyond Dialogue”, The Eastern Buddhist, 18, no. 1, 1985,
pp. 131-137.
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 The main point in Cobb’s discussion around what Christians can learn
from Buddhism about faith is to understand that faith requires openness
and growing in truth. It is interesting to see the similarities that Cobb shows
between Shinran’s conception of Buddhist faith and the teaching of Luther.
Many other scholars involved in the Buddhist-Christian dialogue have also
noted these parallels.62 A more complicated question is how to interpret the
relation between the Christian understanding of the self and the Buddhist
doctrine of non-self. In The Problem of Self in Buddhism and Christianity
(1979), Lynn de Silva (1919-1982) shows, that the biblical views of selfhood
have much in common with the teaching of non-self in Buddhism. 63 Cobb
illustrates that Whitehead’s scheme could serve as a hermeneutical bridge
between the Buddhist and the traditional Christian conceptualizations of
selfhood. According to Ingram, the Christian and Buddhist traditions stress
different aspects of human experience of selfhood. The Christian self-
paradigm overstresses the experience of stability and permanence and
therefore needs Buddhist insights, which are to be found in the doctrine of
non-self, such as the experience of change and becoming. Ingram believes
it is possible for Christians in the dialogue with Buddhists to achieve a
”more coherent and balanced understanding of human selfhood”.64
The most complicated and challenging of Cobb’s theological proposals is
his explanation of how it is possible to understand the relation between
God and Sunyata. He argues that when ”God” is reconceived according to
the categories of Whiteheadian process philosophy, God becomes a
metaphysically open possibility for inclusion in Buddhism, and in the
dialogue the conception of God can be deepened and transformed through
the Buddhist doctrine of Emptiness. Paul O. Ingram finds Cobb’s theological
achievement at this point remarkable because it enables Christians and
Buddhists to be creatively transformed and to see that God and Emptiness
do not need to contradict each other. He says:
…his [Cobb’s] conception of God contradicts neither the realities to which
the Buddhist doctrine of impermanence, nonself, and dependent co-
origination point, nor the realities to which Christian teachings, and practice
62 See: Alfred Bloom, Shinran’s Gospel of Pure Grace. Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1965; and, Paul O. Ingram, The Modern Buddhist-Christian Dialogue, pp. 132-146.
63 Lynn de Silva, The Problem of Self in Buddhism and Christianity. New York: Harper and
Row, 1979, pp. 1-10, pp. 75-90.
64 Paul O. Ingram, The Modern Buddhist-Christian Dialogue, pp. 303-305.
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point…his suggestion of the metaphysical possibility of Buddhist
appropriation of a process understanding of God into its Dharma provides
Buddhists with an important dialogical access into an important dimension
of Christian teaching and experience which has historically separated
Buddhists and Christians.65
Cobb’s dialogue with Buddhism mostly focuses on the Zen tradition inter-
pretation of Sunyata and what Abe has to say about it. That is why some
think that it is necessary to make more efforts, in the future Buddhist-
Christian dialogue, to encounter other forms of Buddhist interpretation of
Emptiness.66 It is surprising that Cobb does not at all criticize Abe’s
interpretation of the word kenosis in Philippians 2:6-7. Hans Küng pointed
out that Abe’s interpretation of the verses from Philippians fails to follow
any accepted principles of exegesis. At any rate the Bible has a lot more to
say about God than merely what one may find in these two verses.67 Lynn
de Silva has also been criticizing the way the Kyoto school interprets kenosis.
Yet he finds similarities between the Christian understanding of kenosis
and the concept of Emptiness in Buddhism, but at the same time he also
emphasizes that there are important differences.68
According to Cobb, Christ and Amida Buddha are different names for an
identical reality. Among contemporary Christian theologians involved in
the interreligious dialogue, it is quite common to see a presence of Christ
even in other religions.69 But it is not easy to find others that, like Cobb, tell
what Buddhists can learn from Christians if they recognize Amida as Christ.
Abe believes Cobb is right when he claims that Buddhist history shows the
65 Ibid, p. 341.
66 See: Gregory K Ornatowski, ”Transformation of ‘Emptiness’: On the Idea of Sunyata
and the Thought of Abe and the Kyoto School of Philopsophy”,
Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 34:1, 1997, pp. 92-114; and, Hans Küng, ”God’s Self-
Renunciation and Buddhist Emptiness: A Christian Response to Masao Abe”, Buddhist
Emptiness and Christian Trinity: Essays and explorations, Roger Corless and Paul F. Knitter
(eds.). Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1990, pp. 38-41.
67 Hans Küng, ”God’s Self-Renunciation and Buddhist Emptiness: A Christian Response
to Masao Abe”, pp. 32-35.
68 Lynn de Silva, ”Buddhism and Christianity Relativized”, Dialogue, NS 9/1-3, 1982, pp.
43-72.
69 See: John Hick, ”Jesus and the World Religions”, The Myth of God Incarnate, John Hick
(ed.). London: SCM Press, 1977, pp. 167-185, Raimundo Pannikar, The Unknown Christ
of Hinduism: Towards an Ecumenical Christophany, Maryknoll, N.Y,: Orbis Books, 1981;
and, Wesley J. Wildman, Fidelity with Plausibility.
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weakness in Buddhist ethics – in the main it lacks a socio-political program.
He admits that Buddhists need and can deepen their faith by appropriating
historical and ethical consciousness from Christian experience and
teaching.70 Others believe that it is not Cobb’s task to indicate what Buddhists
have to learn from Christianity. It should be the Buddhists themselves who
select and decide in which way they are going to be transformed in the
dialogue with Christianity.71  Further, it is also urgent to note that there are
contemporary examples of Buddhists who have a strong commitment
regarding social and political issues and crises.72
In the Buddhist-Christian dialogue, the Catholics mainly have been interested
in Buddhist meditative practice, while the Protestants tend to focus on Buddhist
theory.73 Cobb does not pay much attention to the practice of meditation in
Buddhism in his dialogue. Paul O. Ingram has criticized Cobb for divorcing
Buddhist theory from Buddhist practice. According to Ingram it is a
misinterpretation of Buddhism to divorce theory and practice from each
other.74 I agree with Ingram and think, that if the purpose of interreligious
dialogue is the mutual creative transformation, it is pertinent to achieve a
unity of theory and practice for future Buddhist-Christian dialogue.75 One
example of that kind of Christian dialogue is Semeizan – a center for
Interreligious Dialogue in Japan. Franco Sottocornola is the leader of this
centre He is trying to bring forth interreligious dialogue at many levels, from
experience of common praying and meditation to theological reflection.76
70 Masao Abe, ”John Cobb’s Beyond Dialogue”, p. 137; and, Masao Abe, ”Kenotic God
and Dynamic Sunyata”, p. 99.
71 In Chul Han, Christianity in the Making, p. 262.
72 See: Christopher S. Queen and Sallie B. King, (ed.), Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist
Liberation Movements in Asia. NY.:State University of New York, 1996. In this book Queen
and King give examples from India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Tibet, Taiwan, Vietnam, and
Japan of Buddhists that are energetic engaged with social and political issues and crises.
73 Paul O. Ingram, The Modern Buddhist-Christian Dialogue, pp. 389-392.
74 Ibid, pp. 389-391.
75 See: Jan Olov Fors, Ömsesidig förvandling. En studie i John B. Cobb Jr:s teologi med
särskilt avseende på den buddhistiskt-kristna dialogen (Mutual Transformation. A Study
of the Theology of John B. Cobb, Jr., with Particular Attention to the Buddhist-Christian
Dialogue). Uppsala, Sweden: Universitetstryckeriet, 2003.
76 Franco Sottocornola., ”Semeizan: A Place for Prayer and Interreligious Dialogue in
Japan”, Svensk Teologisk Kvartalskrift, 1999:3, pp. 118-125.
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Cobb’s central conception, mutual creative transformation, can be a critical
corrective for the way Cobb has shaped his own dialogue with Buddhism.
But above all, this conception is able to guide and correct subsequent
dialogue. I hope we will in the future see more examples of dialogues that
in different ways work for a mutual transformation of Christians and
Buddhists in theory and practice. In future Buddhist-Christian dialogue I
am convinced that we can have a lot of help and get inspiration from Cobb’s
theology of religions and his fruitful dialogue with Buddhism.
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This book consists of the proceedings at a three day research conference in
Uppsala in 2002, which brought together a variety of engaged contributors
from Africa and Europe to discuss the topic Gender, poverty and church
involvement. The conference was organised by The Swedish Institute of
Mission Research in collaboration with scholars from The Faculties of
Theology, Law, and Medicine at Uppsala University. Africa, severely hit
by the problems of poverty and simultaneously the stronghold of
Christianity, was the focus. Examples from Asia and Latin America were
also brought in.
The lack of an overall contribution with principal and defining discussions
of the three topics of the theme, gender, poverty and church involvement,
is the weakness of the report and may be disappointing to the reader. The
strength of the report is however, its presentation of multiple particularities.
The contributors quickly enter their special field of interest, the ad hoc
situation of their topic. The report may therefore be seen as a manifold,
varied presentation of specific problems in the general area of interest. The
articles as a whole illuminate the main topic.
The contributions consist of a) keynote address, b) thematic articles and c)
research presentations. The contributions differ in style, length, approach,
and academic level. The message of this book is that poverty is a multi-
faceted humanitarian and political problem which is not unsolvable; that the
perspective of gender, portraying women and children as the first victims of
poverty, should, however, be seen as decisive resources for necessary change,
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for which church involvement can be the practical agent. The church can
make a difference when fighting repressive structures and opting for liberation.
The keynote address by Mehari Gebre-Medhin focused on the theme by
addressing the issue of gender, starvation and famines by referring to the
Nobel Laureate, Professor Amartya Sen, who emphasises the inter-
relatedness of starvation, famine and poverty. Contrary to popular opinion,
he points out that poverty does not necessarily mean hunger, and that hunger
does not necessarily mean famine. The decisive issue is market mechanism.
Hunger has to do with people’s relation to food, ownership to food and
structures for ownership. Absolute deprivation spells starvation and hunger.
This is further explained by examples from his homeland Ethiopia. In this
interrelatedness of issues, women are rendered vulnerable in the grip of
reproduction and production.
As the first of the thematic approaches, Mercy A. Oduyoye’s reflection on
the theme seen from a West-African perspective is a powerful presentation
bordering on anger. African women will no longer be the icon of poverty
for the whole world! Biblically based, implemented in church life as well
as in political life, her address is well formulated and her deep-felt anger
carries through. Africa is not poor! The church’s attitude towards women is
that of total submission. Women have to comply with what constitutes the
well-being of the church. Church in Africa was vigorous in promoting
education but less so or indeed hardly ever created employment beyond
preaching, teaching and nursing. The contemporary situation of poverty
has its roots here. Her address is full of vitality; it evokes concern, promotes
change and is highly valuable in awareness building. Her address, however,
lacks references for documentation and further reading.
Agnes Aboum from Kenya approaches the theme by critically assessing
International Monetary Institutions. She sees poverty as a lack of
opportunities, a lack of power, a lack of security, and finds that women’s
equity and equality and the full realization of their human rights cannot be
achieved in the context of current neo-liberal policies that exasperate
inequality. She holds that theology has paid too much attention to sin and
to the sinners who cause the suffering, fashioning doctrines of atonement,
which offer them forgiveness. It has paid too little attention to the suffering
of the victims. She then proceeds to give an overview of the structures and
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debt crises; they are left invisible in statistics and marginalized in education
and formal employment. The effect of globalization has been devastating
for many women, reducing their access to land, lowering wages and
increasing poor working condition. Sub-regional economic groupings might
however, provide a new economic infrastructure of which women can be
part. Smaller units can benefit women. Her frequent abbreviations in capital
letters make the article difficult to read. A list of abbreviations at the end of
the article is incomplete, and should have been introduced at the beginning.
Or it would have been even better, if the article were written in such a way
that some of these abbreviations were eliminated.
Deborah Gaitskell, in her contribution, compares female medical health
mission to India with South Africa in the early 20th century. She finds that
the gender segregated Indian society corresponds with the rising gender
awareness of the Western societies, resulting in great numbers of educated
but unemployed female doctors in the West fulfilling their professional
calling alongside those of similar Christian plight in India. Very soon,
through these female doctors, facilities for educating Indian female doctors
were established. Female doctors were able to fulfil the double calling of
reaching the home and comforting the heart. In contrast, in apartheid’s
racially segregated South Africa, the situation and thus the development
was different. Here, nursing and midwifery became prestigious occupations
for women. These professional women were seeking to uplift and understand
their communities. The missionary impact on the ill-health situation may
have mattered less than the abilities and contributions to health care of
those they trained. However, alongside the expanding formal sector of the
biomedical medicine with its concern for socio-political grasp of the root
causes for poverty and ill health, the mushrooming independent churches
have taken the idea of The Holy Spirit’s power to address sickness, poverty
and social and familial dislocation. Her concluding remarks are: ”In the
current challenge South Africa faces, to meet the health needs of its many
impoverished people, it cannot afford to dismiss the offer of such healing.”
Her article is a wealth of detailed and accurate information from two
different mission areas, where colonialism as well as emerging change in
gender awareness took place. However, the many details make it difficult
to find and grasp the overarching problems she is grappling with.
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Generalized answers to her intriguing and thought provoking questions
posed at the beginning are hard to find. Her subject matter most certainly
relates to the topic of the report, but the interrelatedness between gender,
poverty and church involvement in her material and its consequences for
the topic of the conference is not spelled out.
Two articles raise the issue of human rights. The first one offers an insight
into the historical development of Latin American Liberation theology
focusing on poverty, human rights and church involvement. This
contribution by Professor Alf Tergel of Uppsala was previously published
in Swedish Missiological Themes 2003:3.  He lifts up the development of
Latin American liberation theology, pointing to key elements such as the
Medellín church conference in 1968 which demanded the liberation of the
poor; archbishop Helder Camara from Brazil who advocated non-violent
methods to bring about social change and to eliminate poverty from the
world.  The Brazilian bishops´ 1973 statement on human rights, emphasises
the natural right of human beings to fulfil themselves as persons and to
have socio-economic structures that allow for their personal development..
Gustavo Gutiérrez of Peru places social rights at the centre – people’s right
to food, clothing, education, housing, health care and employment. This
article highlights basic elements of liberation theology, and offers a
necessary and valuable perspective on gender, poverty and church
involvement. However, the contribution would have been even more
valuable if these basic elements had been explicitly related to the theme of
the book in a one or two page conclusion.
Human rights are secondly discussed in relation to social progress.  The
Professor of Legal History at Uppsala, Rolf Nygren, in his contribution
takes the reader through the history of differing world organizations’
struggles for protective legislation for children. The child labour problem
has been on the agenda of Western nation states since the industrial
revolution and on the international policymakers’ agenda for at least 80
years. The International Labour Organization’s General Conference,
convened in Washington in 1919, agreed upon the first and most significant
proposal to adopt minimum age standards. It was however, not enforced
until the Minimum Age Convention of 1973, many years and a dozen
conventions later. The endorsement and implementation of the protective
legislation was indeed a time-consuming endeavour. Also, after the proud
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convention at the member state level, particularly in agriculture and other
home- or family-related businesses. To supervise the praxis of child labour
law, from the beginning weakened by exemptions and compromises, was
difficult as well. When Nygren asks the rhetorical question, what can
eradicate child labour today, his answer is strikingly simple: Child labour
disappears as soon as the salary of the child no longer plays a crucial part
of the family economy. The experience of the Western countries bears
overwhelmingly clear witness to this. This article gives a clear insight into
the difficulty of assuring the children of the world legislative protection. It
would have been interesting to see the gender issue developed. This issue
is not raised, although ”single mothers” and ”young girls” are mentioned
in the final paragraph.
Kjell Havnevik, Professor of Rural Development Studies, Uppsala
University, contributes valuable insights on the understanding of poverty
in his article on Sub-Saharan Africa, the World Bank and poverty. Havnevik
concludes that according to the analysis and information given, it might be
legitimate to raise the question as to which interests the World Bank really
promotes. Havnevik shows that the strategies for poverty reduction and
African development have failed in two rounds. He asks, how can we avoid
failing a third time, and continues to point out that a proper analysis of past
development experiences and failures in Africa is needed. However, he
concludes that academies, activists, NGOs, the churches and others do not
seem to be sufficiently willing to involve themselves in the analysis of
alternative human and spiritually based development strategies – and at
the same time contest the existing development and power relations. He
asks if maybe the church, or parts of it, is the last resort for addressing
these comprehensive problems? This contribution interestingly illuminates
the interrelatedness between high politics and the definition of the concept
of poverty. Addressing the power problem, he admits that shortcomings as
alternative actions generally are excluded by the powerful. He places high
hopes in the church; but these hopes are not concretely spelled out, merely
left as lofty ideals.
Helene Egnell, doctoral student of Mission Studies at Uppsala University,
contributes with an article on feminist approaches to interfaith dialogue.
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She argues that feminist theology, and the theology of religions to a certain
extent, deal with the same issues and pose similar challenges to the churches.
She notices that Christology has raised problems for feminists, e.g., the
maleness of Jesus and redemptive suffering has been used to keep women
in abusive relationships. Solutions include the discovery of the wisdom
tradition. Issues of importance to be reflected upon are probably not
Christology or eschatology but rather trafficking in women, environmental
pollution or the debt crises. Dogmatic issues are considered important insofar
as they can provide tools for creating a just society and mutual relations, or
contribute to the survival of the planet. While Paul Knitter and others have
suggested that justice should be the common norm to evaluate religious
traditions in interfaith dialogue, she holds that many feminist theologians
see life as the key word. Egnell in her focus on feminist theology and
interfaith theology is addressing all three of the main concepts of the book’s
themes. She raises new and critical questions overarching different academic
disciplines. However, her concepts become intertwined and the relationship
to the theme of the book is not spelled out.
Olle Kristenson, doctoral student of Mission Studies at Uppsala University,
has contributed a short and informative paper on liberation theologian
Gustavo Gutiérrez´s theology. The paper well supplements Alf Tergel’s
more developmental information on liberation theology. Kristenson manages
to explain both the origin and the content of liberation theology. Particularly
he lifts up Gutiérrez as the one who drafted the Medellín document on
poverty, Poverty of the Church, which together with other documents and
decisions taken, was to change the church in Latin America and also have
far reaching effects on churches and movements in the whole world.
Kristenson is the only contributor who adds a page to his pre-conference
prepared paper about the questions raised after his paper was presented at
the conference. This adds to the value of the paper, in that it shares with the
reader some of the dynamics of the conference. The question asked was
about the exclusion/inclusion of women in liberation theology. At a
conference where the issue of gender is a major focus, it is well placed to
ask about the position of women in the history of liberation theology because
the struggle for women to be included and recognized has not been easy.
Inger Marie Okkenhaug, researcher at the University in Bergen contributes,
with her investigations into British Models and Graduates from the Anglican
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government education policy, offered Arab women not only a liberal
education but also the notion that professional life and employment were
legitimate and acceptable options for young women. Influential women
missionaries were the driving force behind this education. The curriculum
of the schools reflected a modern domestic approach, but in a twofold way:
The place of the women of Palestine will probably always be in the home,
and The leaders of the country must have wives who will have the wider
vision which education brings…, even extended to There is work for women
to do in the world, so prepare yourself that you may nobly and worthily
perform your part.  The girls generally preferred to prepare themselves for
a teaching career. Her material shows that the women of middle class urban
background were in sympathy with the Anglican values and found ways to
use their education within their own society. While Muslim women in pre
world war one in Palestine largely lived in Hareem and Arab Christian
women in seclusion, the political mandate meant job openings for young
single Arab women in the public sphere. Although this article only gives a
tiny glimpse into bigger research work, it defends its place in the book on
gender, poverty and Church involvement. The interrelatedness between the
findings of this research and the main topic is however, neither spelled out
nor discussed. Moreover, as readers, we do not get any insight into the
problems raised at the conference in relation to this presentation.
Hilda Rømer Christensen, associate professor and National Research
Coordinator of Gender Studies in Denmark, writes on conceptual and cross-
national perspectives on YWCA. She places the YMCA in the framework
of social movement theories, in the context of suffrage and women’s
movements, discusses gender perceptions and gender emphasis, discusses
social activism, international networking for peace and disarmament and
equal rights for women. She concludes that YMCA counts as a social
movement, and claims that the YWCA operated in the space between
classical emancipatory politics and life politics. This research paper
presupposes insights into social and feminist theory. It is not popular in its
form. However, on this level it is a fruitful contribution to the ongoing
formation of sociological and feminist discourse.
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Lisbet Mikaelsson’s contribution is very short. She does not offer new
reflections on The Heathen Women in Norwegian Writing, but rather draws
on her extensive research in the field. A professor of the Department of
History and Religion in the University of Bergen, she discusses how the
category of the heathen woman is constructed in Norwegian missionary
writing, stressing its functions as discourse about legitimatising mission.
She finds that the state of women and girls appears as the embodiment of
heathen superstition, immorality, cruelty, and lack of civilizing discipline.
Consequently, women’s poor situations appear as a major, negative symbol
of the effects of non-Christian religions. Such ideological superstitions can
explain why authors rarely comment on suppression of women in Western
society, or for that matter, in the missions themselves. To admit the same
type of defects and shortcomings would break the mythical basis of the
whole missionary enterprise. In fact, silence about troublesome facts seems
to be an important textual strategy, decisive in the missionary construction
of foreign cultures as well as their own self-image.  The ideological
alternative to ”heathen” denigration of the female is the idea of the equal
humanity of women, which is carried into effect by the ”humanizing” aspects
of mission enterprises such as orphanages, schools and hospitals. Generally
speaking this type of gender discourse is not controversial as long as it
does not threaten gender hierarchies in mission or church. Lisbet
Mikaelson´s article raises many important questions. It would have been
interesting to see a conclusion relating her findings more specifically to the
topic of the book.
Anna Apell, chaplain of the diocese of Strängnäs, visited Malawi for four
months in a cooperation program between the University of Malawi and
the University of Linköping.  She interviewed women in the churches
about their interpretation of baptism. She finds that this is a time of change
for the women. Malawian women missionaries and laywomen try to
stimulate greater freedom for the women. In groups they are taught sewing,
nutrition, health etc. to be able to earn some money and take care of
themselves. Traditional core values are criticised from an ideal position
where freedom and equality in Christ is normative for both women and
men. To a certain extent women are liberated from traditional oppressive
structures, but they are still under submission of their uncles, brothers
and husbands. It is obvious that the relation between Christian faith and
traditional cultural forms is reformulated.
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asks whether this education aims at improving social status and human rights
of all Japanese women, or whether it tries to convert as many as possible.
She concludes that mission schools originally aimed at building Christian
womanhood, combining both social status, human rights and the Christian
character. In the course of political transition leading up to the Pacific war,
growing isolation of mission schools accelerated their secularisation.
Veronica Kyle presents herself as ”a Black churchwoman who needed to
make sense of my inherited call to follow in the footsteps of women who
led me as a young ´colored´ girl to the church in Alabama to get to know
Jesus´ as my grandmother would often say”. She shares her reflections on
this topic related to slavery, and also shares her survey on women of African
descent in her church in Chicago. Among her topics raised are questions on
influences, survival, empowerment and resistance. She concludes: ”Due to
historical circumstances beyond the Black woman’s control, we have spent
more than two centuries forced to reconstruct our identities without the
knowledge of our origin in the motherland, Africa.  All women share a
kindred sisterhood of economic oppression if nothing more. Many of us do
not have our own resources to go about our daily lives and most of us are
forced to rely on the socialization of men ´ to take care of us´, while we take
care of the home and the children. The women in the study felt that the
church continued to perpetuate such a notion.” It is indeed thought provoking
to end the book on gender, poverty and church involvement with its special
focus on Africa, with a contribution by an Afro-American woman descended
from the slaves brought over from Africa, and to notice her sisterhood feeling
for those left behind and those struggling on in the new world, and to notice
how central a role the church plays in these reflections.
These contributions offer interesting glimpses into concrete areas where
Gender, Poverty and Church Involvement meet. They also offer valuable
insights into concrete problems. They are however, not explicitly related to
the overarching theme and suffer therefore by a certain pragmatism and
lack of theologizing. Having read all the papers, which were prepared before
the conference, I wonder, what happened at the conference? An article at
the beginning of the book could have been included assessing the dynamics
and the findings at the conference. It must have been great to have all these
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resource persons come together to further discuss the theme of Gender,
Poverty and Church Involvement. What happened? Were there any new
insights gained during the conference?  Were the concepts of gender and
poverty further clarified? What actually is Church involvement? Did the
conference reach a deeper understanding of the interrelatedness of the three
issues? In short: Did the conference make a difference?
Gunvor Lande
107Book Reviews
Bo
ok
 R
ev
ie
wArturo Piedra
Evangelización Protestante en América Latina
Vol. 1 (2nd ed.) San José de Costa Rica,
Litografía IPECA, 2005, 258 pp
Vol. 2 Quito, Ecuador, Consejo Latinoamericano
de Iglesias, 2002, 262 pp
Until recently, Protestantism was a quite marginal social and theological
factor in Latin America. The membership of the historical Protestant
churches was more or less restricted to European and U.S. immigrants and
to small fractions of the Latin American population. However, in the course
of the last decades, this picture has changed dramatically; Protestantism
has become a socially and politically influential phenomenon throughout
the continent. In most Latin American countries the number of Protestants
now exceeds ten percent, and in some countries, i.e. Brazil and Guatemala,
the percentage is considerably higher. While the ”mainstream” Protestant
churches (e.g. Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and Lutherans) have not grown
significantly in later years, various Evangelical, Pentecostal, and Neo-
Pentecostal denominations are currently taking larger shares of the Latin
American religious market.
The Costa Rican theologian Arturo Piedra has recently published a two-
volume work on the history of Protestant evangelization in Latin America.
He is a pastor of the Presbyterian Church and a Professor of Theology at
the Universidad Bíblica Latinoamericana in San José, Costa Rica. More
than a descriptive history of Latin American Protestantism, Piedra’s work
is a critical analysis of the causes that justified and promoted its expansion
until the 1960s. Chronologically ordered, the first volume begins in the
1830s and ends with the important missionary conference in Panama in
1916; the second volume takes us from the late 1910s until 1960, with a
particular focus on the 1920s and 1930s. Piedra’s main purpose is to
investigate the theological and cultural fundaments of the Protestant
expansion in Latin America. Moreover, he emphasises the encounters
between the missionaries and the missionised and their respective
perceptions of the Christian message.
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, the question of whether the
predominantly Catholic Latin America should be considered a mission field
was much debated in Protestant missionary circles. However, at the World
Mission Conference in Edinburgh (1910), the theme of Latin America was
virtually non-existent and the Conference majority did not consider Latin
America to be a mission field in the same way as Africa or Asia. The
European missionary leaders present at the Conference generally thought
that Latin America should not be considered a mission field and that the
Protestant missionary endeavours should be concentrated on Asia and Africa.
However, many North American representatives at the conference thought
that Latin America was, indeed, an important mission field (I, chapter 3).
Many of the U.S. missionary societies argued that the Roman Catholic
Church had missed its opportunity in Latin America and that the continent
was in great spiritual need. Moreover, there was a general view among the
U.S. Protestant missionaries that the Catholics in Latin America should not
be ”excluded from a much purer faith”, that is, not be excluded from the
Evangelical faith. In their discourse, the supposed superstition and
degradation in Catholic Latin American societies were contrasted with the
modern U.S. society and the Protestant faith that had built and was the
fundament of the society. The U.S. missionary writers constantly complained
of the poor education of the Catholic priests and their poor moral standing.
They emphasised that Latin America was characterised by widespread
religious syncretism and thought that the poor Latin Americans lived in
”spiritual slavery” in the hands of uneducated and superstitious Catholic
clergy. In short, they argued that Protestant mission could and should fill
the spiritual vacuum.
Another reason for the growing interest in Latin America at the beginning
of the twentieth century was the growing geopolitical and economic interests
of the United States as exemplified by the Spanish-American war of 1898,
the U.S. control of the Panama Canal, and the U.S. military interventions
e.g. in Cuba, Puerto Rico and Nicaragua. The investment of U.S. capital in
Latin America increased substantially at the beginning of the twentieth
century, as the U.S. market urged cheap primary products. One of the early
goals of the Protestant mission was the modernisation of the Latin American
countries that, in the view of many U.S. missionary thinkers, still smacked
of medieval times. Through improved trade relations and Protestant
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economically. In the post-Edinburgh years, and particularly at the Panama
conference in 1916, the continent was divided between different Protestant
denominations. The aim of the conference was to consolidate the Protestant
work on the continent. (I, chapter 4).
In the second volume of his work, Arturo Piedra moved beyond the Panamá
conference and focused on the role of CCLA (the Committee of Cooperation
in Latin America). The Committee was founded in 1914 to promote the
unity of the Protestant missions in Latin America and its journal Nueva
Democracia became one of Piedra’s most important sources for his study
of Protestant discourse. The so-called Pan-Americanism became a central
theme in the discussions during the following decades as a way to improve
the relations between the United States and Latin America. Pan-American
discourse generally presented the United States as an unquestioned role
model for the Latin American countries. For John Mott, the Panama
Conference was a sign of the religious dimension of Pan-Americanism and
he argued that only Christ could unify North and South. The Protestant
missionaries were called to change the local cultures and to teach U.S.
values as if they were universal religious truths. (vol. II, ch. 1).
Piedra argues that the mainstream Protestant groups in Latin America from
the 1910s onwards chose a clear option for the middle class – the ”educated”
and ”intellectual” sectors of the society – and had a focus on urban areas. It
was constantly argued in the journal Nueva Democracia and elsewhere
that the road towards greater success and influence of the Protestant churches
would go through the middle class. In the view of CCLA, the Latin American
middle class was anti-clerical and critical of the Catholic Church, and thus
more open to new views and to economic and social changes. The members
of Latin America’s rich land owning elites were generally not an option for
the Protestant missionaries. The elite often had clear links to the Roman
Catholic hierarchy, and were not easy to reach by the foreign missionaries.
Thus, the integration of middle class Latin Americans into Protestantism,
not least through Protestant schools and colleges, was indispensable in order
to build more autochthonous Latin American Protestant churches with a
competent leadership. (II, chapter 2).
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Given Piedra’s focus on the CCLA, many important Protestant groups
outside this Committee are given less attention. In particular this is true of
the Pentecostal churches, whose importance, even in the early twentieth
century, should not be underestimated. Despite these limitations, Piedra’s
study is a ground breaking work. He avoids the easy explanations for the
growth of Protestantism until the 1960s and it is certainly no hagiographic
story he presents to the reader. On the contrary, it is a critical and systematic
evaluation of the work and theology of the Protestant missionaries, based
on very solid source material. As a concluding remark, I would like to say
that Arturo Piedra’s two-volume work is a very important – I would say
indispensable – part of rapidly growing research on the history of
Protestantism and Protestant Mission in Latin America.
Magnus Lundberg
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Mission and Spirituality: Creative Ways of Being Church
Calver: Cliff College Publishing, 2002, 192 pp
Today the international community is experiencing rapid change all over
the globe and the world is becoming more complex and controversial than
ever before. It is also true that during the last decade we have seen
unparalleled development in many areas with regard to communication
and new technologies, which offer new possibilities to deal with many
burning issues of our time. The Church is part of this new reality, but how
will the church be shaped to meet the needs of the 21st century?
In this collection, contributors from Britain, Tanzania, Uganda and Latin
America reflect on creative ways of being church in the changing contexts
of our time and on what can be learned from the spiritual traditions of the
past to provide an inner dynamic matched to the future. These papers were
presented at the Conference of the British and Irish Association for Mission
Studies (BIAMS) in June 2001 and built on a similar conference in 1999
where ”Mission in a Pluralistic Society” was discussed. It also arose out of
the reflections by David Hay and others on ”the spirituality of the un-
churched” at the BIAMS conference in September 2000. It is fascinating
to read Mission and Spirituality –Creative Ways of Being Church because
it gives an interesting overview of how the Church is perceived by people
in different countries but also because it opens up an exciting world of
ideas and experiences on how the Church could be more creative and
relevant in our time. It is not possible in this short review to do justice to all
the contributions in this collection but I will pick some examples to illustrate
the richness and variety of this edition.
In the past decade the Church has seen a steady decrease in the number of
people attending traditional worships. It is difficult to attract young people
to traditional church services. As a consequence many forms of alternative
worships have been tried, such as youth churches, seeker services, cell
churches, and so on; but not all have been successful. However there are
events such as Soul Survivors, which attracts young people in thousands.
People are obviously interested in spirituality and encounter with God, but
the traditional Church seems unable to offer what people are longing for.
112 Book Reviews
Book R
eview
In his contribution Pete Ward, lecturer and researcher at King’s College in
London, suggests a way forward for the Church, a way which he calls
‘Liquid Church’. He explains that the Solid Church is based on the
maintaining of boundaries, norms and rules, where members and leaders
are locked together in relationships of surveillance and control. Liquid
Church is an imagination that would attempt to flow beyond the solid social
organization of the ‘congregation’. Liquid Church would reshape itself
around worshippers as consumers. Spiritual life would recognize that
shopping is the natural way of interaction with all aspects of life including
the spiritual. A Liquid Church would be built around the realisation that
people are seeking encounter with God. In Liquid modernity, authority is
replaced by example. The lowest common denominator of congregational
life would be replaced by the pursuit of the Holy. The growth in the retreat
movement and in Spiritual Direction indicates that people are already
searching for spirituality, which goes beyond the safe norms of the
congregation. Liquid church would grasp a vision of connection and
community that moves outside the solid refuge of the congregation.
Brian Stanley is a mission historian at the University of Cambridge and
Director Designate of the Henry Martyn Centre at Cambridge. In his
contribution, he discusses the sensitive issue of activism and spirituality in
mission and uses the example of William Carey to show that there is a
proper activism in mission, which is integral to the dynamic of a gospel
rooted in the sending and redeeming activity of God. Carey’s activism in
mission was founded on a finely struck balance between divine sovereignty
and human responsibility. In terms of modern missiological jargon, he
insisted that the Missio Dei is the ground of the Church’s obligation in
mission and the basis for its confidence in missionary action, future
expectations, and radical freedom. Understood in such a way, activism can
be a deeply spiritual response to the overwhelming grace of God.
Robert Kaggwa is a Catholic priest from Uganda, lecturing at the Missionary
Institute London. His paper focuses on the situation in Britain and Ireland,
searching for a theology of the Holy Spirit that can lead us to respond
creatively and as a community to the present situation. Kaggwa says that
mission is about exploration and learning. It is outward looking, outward
moving and discovering. There has been a rediscovery of Missio Dei and
insistence on the missionary nature of God, yet in these post-modern times
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God in ordinary times and places in the universe. Kaggwa continues to say
that today our Christian faith is lived in a fragmented age, which creates
uncertainty and it is precisely because of this uncertainty that the missionary
theology of the Holy Spirit is urgent.  The Spirit is one, who is always
exploring the depths of the universe and allowing us to explore the universal
significance of the Good News in history and space; finding the Spirit in
places and times unknown to us; inviting us and unifying us with everything
and everyone; creating diversity and unity. The elusiveness of the Spirit
can be a positive dimension in mission.
Michael Crowley shares his experience from many years of work with the
grass-roots movements in a Latin American context. His case study starts
with the following words: ”Listen, what do you do to reach the people?
How do you do it?  We don’t reach the people, we are the people”. Crowley
tells about the fascinating encounter with emergent grass-roots movements
that arise out of real social and cultural conflicts in society. How do you
respond to the pressing spiritual necessities of personal and community
survival in difficult situations that are provoked by the impact of modernity
and globalisation? It is this vital search for salvation and the meaning of
life that has led many from the poorest and marginalized masses to embrace
renewed and incultural expressions of Catholic, Protestant and Pentecostal
ecclesial communities in Latin America. These movements are more
instinctively conceived and not abstractly planned ecclesial responses. Based
on these historical examples mainly from Brazil and Chile, the paper
examines the grass-roots ecclesial trends and the consequences for historic
models of church and mission and the relationship between presumed
notions of church, culture and theological development
Finally, I want to mention the contribution by Laurenti Magesa, a theologian
from Tanzania who is the author of several books on inculturation and the
African church. Magesa starts with the historical background, showing how
the church in Africa was planted by the early missionaries. In many places
the dominant missionary model produced a static church and a state of
eternal juniority, whereby it always risks wearing a foreign face so that it
does not become a truly local church but depends on others for its theology,
personnel and finances. Inculturation as incarnation means that the Gospel
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must transform culture at the same time as it is being transformed by it.
The way to do so is to allow for approaches and forms of Christian living
that ”make space” for people’s cultural identities to be expressed. It should
be possible to have various models of Christian expression within the one
Christian family. In this age of ecumenism, of churches learning from one
another towards a better understanding of the fullness of God’s revelation
through the spirit of Christ, they must accept and learn from one another.
Their ecclesiological orientations must learn to be at home in Africa, drawing
inspiration from both the Gospel and African sources.
After having read Mission and Spirituality  – Creative Ways of Being Church,
the unanimous message from the different authors in this edition, which is
engraved in my memory is that without the Holy Spirit the church is just an
organisation, a human construction. If the Spirit is absent in the Mission of
the Church there is lack of life and energy, there is no creativity or
inventiveness. The church becomes static and ”dead”. The Psalmist has
said it in the following words, ”when you take away your breath, they die
and go back to the dust from which they came. But when you send out your
spirit they are created, you give new life to the earth.” (Ps 104: 29-30)
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